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Voices 
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"Can he hear us?" 
"| dunno..the doc said he's not sure, he said it depends." 


"On what?" 


| don't know, the person? The amount of damage? How long it's been? Whatever, how the fuck am | meant to 
know?" 


"You're the one who spoke to the fuckin’ doctor" 


"Well, fuck, man, why don't you go ahead and make sense of the medical bullshit he shoved down my throat? | 
forgot you had a pH fuckin’ Dl" 


"Jesus, will you two ever shut the fuck up?" 
"Yeah, c'mon, guys. Let's not lose our shit 


"Lose our shit? Who's losing our shit? Let's all just sit here and celebrate, would you like that, Duff? Does that 


sound like a grand fuckin’ idea to you?" 

"Don't talk to him like that, asshole.” 

A derisive, high pitched bark of laughter. 

"Since when are you the authority on polite conversation, Axl?" 
‘Im just saying, he's only trying to help." 

"Slash, he's right. Just stop.” 

"ay - ' 

"| said stop." 

A frustrated sigh. "Christ, this is so fucked up.” 


There was silence for a while. | didn't know if | liked that. It was kind of entertaining hearing these guys argue. 


At least, it was more entertaining than what went on when they weren't there, when | was by myself. 

‘Is been nearly a fuckin’ month!" 

It was the same voice that had spoken last. Poor guy sounded really agitated, and | could tell that being this 
wound up didn't come naturally to him. He had kind of a California-surfer-dude drawl, soft, calm. | wondered 


what he was so impatient about. 


"He'll come out of it eventually." This time, it was the dude who told him to stop yelling before. His voice 
sounded kind of strained, too. 


"Yeah? What makes you so sure?" Surfer dude responded, his voice sounding both bitter and desperate at the 


same time. 


A pause. 


"He just has to." 


Again, there was a silence, and | really wanted to get up and take a good hard look at what the hell was eating 
these guys. But for some reason, | couldn't. My eyes wouldn't open, my throat wouldn't work. | couldn't even 
feel the rest of my body. My entire consciousness consisted of the dim, fleeting awareness that there were 
other people here with me, and they were really not happy. 


"Can you please stop fuckin' looking at me like that?" | recognised this voice as the one arguing with the surfer 
dude earlier. | guessed his irritation was directed at the same guy again. | wanted to laugh. It was obvious that 


these two hated the shit out of each other. Why, though? What had happened? 

"IIl look at you however the fuck | want, you piece of fuckin’ shit. Go choke on a fuckin’ cock" 

Damn, there was some real venom behind that sentiment. Like an angry snake. 

A sudden resounding crash reverberated through my head. It was the sound of something being thrown 
against a wall, something jangly, with a hell of a lot of force, because it is the single loudest thing I've heard in 
my life. It was accompanied by yells, curses, more things being thrown around. But it was that first 
inconceivably thunderous smashing noise that had an effect on me. Involuntarily, my body jerked. My eyes flew 
open. And then, | was immediately blinded by a what seemed like every fluorescent item on the planet being 
concentrated directly into my eyeballs. 

"For fuck's sake, Axl!" 

"Let me at that asshole, I'll fuckin’ kill you, you punk motherfucker!" 


"Take your best shot, you crazy prick!" 


| blinked a few times, trying to get my vision back, but all | could see was a blur of white light and some 
vague, obscure outlines | couldn't make sense of. 


"Oh my fuckin’..Jesus, you guys, look!" 


And just like that, it was silent again. | could feel a certain tension in the air. | blinked again, and frowned against 
the glaring lights. | was determined to get a look at these people, these people who I'd heard on and off for 
what seemed like forever. God, why was it so hard to see? 


| could feel that the guys were closer to me now. | don't know how, but | felt their presence more acutely 
than when they were arguing and throwing shit around. | could feel them, somewhere near me, above me, and | 


could feel their stares. Dammit, | wanted to stare back and ask them what the fuck was going on 


| squinted. And then, | made out the hazy outline of..four men. Or was it five? | wasn't too sure, but | kept 
squinting and blinking, blinking and squinting, and finally they came into focus. 


| was right - there was four of them. And they were looking at me with something | can only describe as 


stricken, enraptured wonder. 


A Hell | Cant Describe 
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| was in a room. Presumably, a hospital, judging from that distinct aroma of cleaning fluid and misery, though 
what I'd done to get there | had no idea. The four men were still standing around gawping at me. So | just 
gawped back. Not by choice - | wanted to sit up and take a look around me, see what had made that crazy 
noise, ask why everyone sounded so freakin’ anal, but | was incapable of doing anything other than just lying 
there, on this strange bed, being stared at. At least | could see, though. | don't think | gave much thought to 


what the people with those voices looked like, but even if | did, | sure as hell wasn't expecting this. 


They all had varying degrees of long hair. One of them was wearing a pageboy cap, covering his straight black 
emo-locks; the other, a redhead, was sporting a blue bandana. The third dude, towering a foot or two above 
the others, had a halo of blond wisps framing his lean face, reaching to just past his neck. Lastly, a guy with 
slightly darker skin had a mop of unruly black curls that partially obscured his features. All of them were 
dressed in denim, leather, heavy jewellery..the blond guy had some kind of padlock around his neck. They all 


looked so fucking cool. Like rock stars. 


"Stevie?" the curly-haired one whispered. Ah, so he was the California surfer dude. | wondered which one of 
them he was talking to. None of them acknowledged him, though. They all had their eyes fixed on me. | wanted 
to tell them to stop, they were making me feel weird. 


"What just happened in here?" A doctor and a nurse had just barrelled into the room, and the doctor was 
glaring at the men, before turning slightly and widening his eyes. "Who did that? 


He was looking at something at the end of the room. | couldn't make it it out, but | guessed that it was the 
object - or objects - that had made that racket earlier. 


"Uh, | did" The redhead with the bandana spoke up. | blinked at him. He looked sheepish, slightly dazed, and his 
eyes kept darting about all over the place. He shifted from one foot to the other, looking very uncomfortable. 
His voice sounded so deep; it was kind of surprising to hear it come out from a guy who looked like..well, this. 


Skinny, elfin, delicate features, high cheekbones. He was almost pretty. 


The doctor sighed. "I understand you're feeling frustrated, but if you're going to act like this I'll be forced to 


ask you to leave." 


The guy folded his arms, but somehow, it wasn't quite the defiant gesture he intended it to be. Instead of 


appearing brash and unfazed, he seemed to retreat into himself, looking anywhere but at the doctor, who 


turned away and made his way towards me. 
"Steven? How are you feeling?" 

Steven? 

| furrowed my forehead. 

ls that me? Was I the one Surfer Dude was taking to? 
Who the fuck am I? 


It suddenly hit me, with the force of a Himalayan avalanche, that not only did | not know where | was, or what 


had happened to me, but | didn't know my name. My own goddamn name. 


The doctor was still looking at me, but then his eyes slid to what I'm guessing was my monitor, because it had 
started beeping. | could barely hear it over the sound of my heart beating madly in my ears. My eyes 
fluttered closed as my stomach seemed to drop, and my chest tightened It felt like someone had poured 
gasoline on my face and set it alight. | heard the doctor yelling something, but his voice suddenly seemed 


distant, so distant. 


| was walking down a flight of stairs. They were the old kind; grey, severe concrete with intricate gothic 
designs that weren't quite gargoyles at the base of each stairwell, one on either side. Next to the not-quite- 
gargoyles, there stood a tall, burly man with square shoulders and dead eyes. He was bald, and his face was 
expressionless. He was holding a single candle in both hands, and as | passed him, he didn't acknowledge me at 
all. He simply stared straight ahead, the flame from the candle illuminating my otherwise pitch-black 
surroundings. | had been descending for what felt like ages, but still the same flight of stairs greeted me each 
time, with the same man holding the same candle with the same expression of supreme indifference on his 


face. 


| quickened my pace, gradually at first, but then | was running, taking the steps two or three at a time. | was 
terrified of falling and breaking my neck, but | was somehow even more terrified at the idea of turning and 
seeing yet another flight of stairs, another not-quite-gargoyle, another unmoving man holding a flickering 
candle the colour of volcanic lava, and | was screaming, my lungs burning, screaming as | practically flew down 
the stairs, seeing nothing but an ominous streak of red light bleeding through the blackness, and the face of a 
bald man, motionless, silent, terrifying in its impassivity. 


| jerked. 


This time, when | opened my eyes, it was to the welcome solace of darkness, and | was lying in a bed. No 
stairs, no bald guy holding a candle. | could hear the sound of my panicked breathing. 


It wasn't real. Just a nightmare, that's all 


Blinking slowly, | waited for my eyes to adjust and my breathing to slow. There was silence around me, and 


darkness. So | guessed it was night time now, and everyone had left. 

| was alone. 

| started to feel afraid. | tried not to close my eyes. | didn't want to go back into my head. That place was 
scary. | wished | could remember something, anything, that could explain what the fuck was happening to me. | 


swallowed, hearing the sound of saliva moving down my throat. 


The sound of something shifting from somewhere to my right made my eyes widen. | tried to sit up, but my 


muscles wouldn't respond. Could | at least turn my head? 

Turns out the answer to that is also no. 

Goddammit. 

| swallowed again, clearing my throat, and tried to call for someone. My lips wouldn't form the words; | 
managed to let out a strangled, hoarse choking noise before my throat gave out and | suddenly felt exhausted. 


| closed my eyes, giving up. 


A loud creak erupted from the same place as before, the pained groan of old furniture supporting a dead 
weight. 


My eyes flew open. | could feel a cold sweat, beading on my forehead. 

What the fuck is in this room with me? 

| tried to turn, to see, but of course, | couldn't. | couldn't do anything. | was completely helpless. | wanted to 
kick and yell and run the fuck out of there, away from the bogeyman, but it looked like | was doomed to stay 
in this bed and let it get me. | squeezed my eyes shut. | didn't want to see it. | didn't - 

"Stevie?" 


If this was the bogeyman, he sounded pretty groggy. Tired out from all the terrorising, | guess. 


"Steve? Are you awake?" The voice started to sound more alert. A little nervous, even. It was closer to me 


now. | could feel it breathing. | allowed my eyelids to crack open, and the bogeyman stared back at me. 


It was the dude from earlier. | could make out his bandana. | closed my eyes, silently thanking a deity for 


letting me see another day. 


"No, Stevie don't.don't go away again!" He sounded agitated. 


So | opened my eyes and looked at him, saw the relief in his eyes. He must have been curled up, asleep, in the 


little chair by my bedside. | could make it out from the corner of my eye. 
"Can you talk?" he whispered, 


| tried to reply. | opened my mouth and licked my lips, feeling how dry they were. He leaned expectantly 
forward, watching me with intense concentration, as | strained my throat, tried to get my tongue to obey me. 


It was pointless. All | managed was this weak little croak. 
Ashamed, | let my eyelids close. | still couldn't move any part of my body. | was useless. 


"Hey..are you hurting? You want me to call anyone?" He sounded unsure, his baritone voice low and a little 


scratchy. 


| tried to shake my head. When that didn't work, | blurted out a sudden cry of frustration, surprising myself, 
and was rewarded by a stabbing pain behind my eyeballs. | whimpered. 


"Steven?" 


My eyes were still closed, but when | heard his voice, | blinked them open cautiously. My gaze focused itself on 
the stranger perched awkwardly on a ragged hospital chair by my side, one hand on the edge of my bed and 
the other clenched into a nervous fist on his thigh, and right then, | didn't care who he was. All I knew is that | 
was alone in a cold, lifeless room that smelled of mothballs, lying helplessly on the same bed others had died 
on, knowing nothing about myself or how | came to be here. My only memories were of dormant nightmares, 
of desperate running and faceless demons and a yawning, desolate silence that was an entity in itself. All | 


wanted to know was one thing. 
"Are." 


| cleared my throat and he shifted closer to me, his mouth slightly open, hair falling past his shoulders as he 
tilted his head, straining to listen. 


"Yeah? What is it? What?" 


| tried to fill my mouth with as much saliva as | could before parting my lips and trying again, my voice 
coming out thin and feeble. 


"Are you my friend?" 


He stared at me, stricken, and | saw something dawning in his eyes, a sort of heavy, horrified realisation. He 
looked at me like that for a long time, his jaw hanging slack, and | stared back at him, waiting, my throat 
pounding with a dull ache. Then he blinked, and his gaze was clear, his eyes bright and glistening in the darkness. 


"Sure, Stevie," he said softly. "Sure. I'm your friend” 

His hand reached out and grasped mine. His touch felt cold, but comforting. 

And | relaxed, closing my eyes, this time with a feeling of relief instead of resignation. Tiredness swept my 
inert body, and | let it, happy in the knowledge that | had someone there to fight off the bad dreams. Maybe | 


could escape them tonight. 


| thought | heard the sound of a strangled, choking kind of sob next to me, but | dismissed it as yet another 


creak from that ancient chair. 


A Taste That's Bittersweet 
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I'd forgotten what it felt like to wake up to a benevolent, gentle peace. No angry voices, no nightmares lying 


maliciously in wait, hiding in the darkest corners, ready to strike. No pain. 


Lazily, inhaling through my nostrils, | opened my eyes and swept the room with laid-back interest, marvelling at 
how everything managed to be the same colour; the only way | could describe it was clinical white. The kind of 
bight, unnaturally crisp shade that is almost intimidating in its cleanliness, the kind that made you want to run 
out and scrub every inch of yourself with disinfectant and holy water before daring to set foot inside again. 
White sheets, spotless white walls, white machines humming gently in the background, white blinds on the 
window...but as my eyes fell on the sleeping figure by my bedside, the feeling of inadequacy dimmed a little. The 
only thing white about him was his skin, and even that was covered in intricate, gothic tattoos. He was still 
asleep, one arm dangling over the side of the chair, the other bent at the elbow underneath his head. | felt a 
sudden rush of affection, without his presence last night, | doubt | would have slept this well. | presumed he 
knew me better than | knew him, but to me, he was still a stranger, and a stranger inconveniencing himself like 


that for my sake triggered a warm feeling of gratitude. 


The door clicked open and a doctor, the same one from yesterday or whenever it was, swept in. He didn't seem 


surprised to see me awake. 
"Good morning, Steven," he said, smiling down at me. "I'm Dr. Malkinson." 


| was shocked and delighted when | managed to tilt my head very slightly in response. | felt my eyes widen and 
| stared at the doctor, wondering if he'd noticed this. 


"So you can move! That's excellent!" he exclaimed, bending down to examine the machines | was hooked into. | 
had no idea what was going on, but whatever he saw seemed to please him, and he scribbled something onto 


the chart he was holding. 


"Your vitals are improving," he told me as he wrote. "Your pulse, temperature and blood pressure are stable 


and within normal limits. And, of course, you're conscious, which is always a good start" 


He smiled at me, and | tried to smile back, a reflex action that surprised me when | felt the muscles in my 


cheek twitching and my lips stretching. 


"Do you think you can try to talk?" he asked, settling on the edge of my bed, leaning forward to examine my 


face. 

"Fucking shut yp" 

Dr Malkinson's mouth fell open and he started to say something, before realising | wasn't the one that had 
spoken. The figure next to me stirred, groaning softly. His hand came up and rubbed his face, his eyes slitting 
open slowly to glare at the doctor, who shot him a disapproving look 

"Mr Rose, if you don't want to be here, you can leave." 

Rose? Was that his surname? 

Rose. | wondered what his first name was. He was stretching, and | heard his bones crack. His thin shirt rode 
up, exposing his jutting hipbones, and he yawned, then collapsed back into the chair in a single, exhausted 
movement. His gaze found mine, still bleary with sleep. | concentrated, tightening my jaw and opening my mouth, 
my face scrunched up with the effort. 

"Hello!" | managed. 


Hls eyes widened slightly. 


"Uh, hi." He looked away, at the floor at his hands, seemingly incapable keeping his eyes focused for more than 


a couple of seconds. 


"Well done, Steven!" Dr. Malkinson seemed comparatively at ease, scribbling something else onto his chart. "Can 


you say anything else? A longer sentence, maybe?" 


| paused, biting the inside of my cheek. If | was capable of movement, all my muscles would have been shaking 
with the the effort that | was harnessing simply to try and form a coherent question IT couldn't always have 
been like this. 


"What..." 
| think they were expecting me to say what happened fo me, but | felt like trying to pronounce a two-syllable 
word was a feat far beyond what | could achieve. Anyway, there was something else | was also pretty curious 


about. 


"Whass..your name?" My question was directed at the redhead. My speech came out slurred, like | was talking 


around a mouthful of food. But hey, at least | was talking. 


"My - ?" The guy started, then he seemed to catch himself, and drew in a shaky breath. "Uh, I'm.my name's 
Axl. Axl Rose." 


The way he was looking at me, | felt like he was expecting some kind of reaction. He was leaning forward, his 
stare focused for once, searching my face for..well, something, | guess. Recognition? The name didn't feel 
familiar to me, but | liked it. It suited him somehow, the metallic, sleek masculinity of Ax/ balanced out 
perfectly by the delicate vulnerability of Rose. An exotic combination of the beautiful and the lethal. | tried to 
repeat it. 

"A 


Damn, | wasn't expecting the letter x to be this hard to pronounce. Axl was mouthing his name along with me, 


and he gave me a slight nod of encouragement. 

"C'mon, Stevie," he murmured. 

| scrunched my face up, gathering up all my willpower and then some. | don't know where the instinct to 
impress this guy came from, but all at once, the simple task of repeating his name clearly, like he wanted me 
to, seemed like the most important thing in the world. 


"Ax-| Rose!" 


We stared at each other. Hearing him say his name hadn't had much of an effect on me, but when | said if 


myself..it felt oddly familiar on my tongue. 

"Axl Rose," | said again. 

"YOU KNOW WHERE THE FUCK YOU AAAAAAAAAAARREE?" 
The sound of breaking glass, a whirlwind of rampant energy. 
Cigarettes. A piano. A shiny police cap. 

‘Hey, Steve, look what | got for you!" 


A pair of drumsticks clenched in a pale, jewellery-adorned fist, a shark-like, triumphant grin, a shock of sweaty red 
hair. 


| blinked Axl was scrutinising me, his mouth open, and | could tell he'd seen a flash of something in my eyes. 


"What is it, Steven? What do you remember?" There was urgency in his tone, laced with something else. 
Something akin to anxiety. 


"Cig." | tried. 


God. this is a bitch 


| concentrated, and the word burst out in a loud, rapid mess. "Cigarettes! 

The doctor frowned slightly. "This is a hospital, Steven, we can't - " 

"No." Axl was shaking his head, exhaling something that was a cross between a chuckle and a sigh, his hand 
covering his eyes. "He's remembering. He knows | smoke like a fuckin’ chimney. He's.." He stopped, unable to 
continue. His hand came away, and when he looked at me, | beamed, finally able to control all the muscles in my 


face, waiting to see him beam back, excited to see how his face would look when it was happy. 


Axl seemed to freeze. His eyes ran over my features, his breath seeming to hitch in his throat. And then, 
without warning, he scrambled to his feet and disappeared out the door. 


He left it open. | felt my smile fade. 
What the tuck just happened? What did | do? 


The doctor was looking after him, bemused, then he raised his eyebrows, shaking his head slightly, and turned 
back to me. 


"OK, so where were we?" 


| swallowed my disappointment and attempted a shrug, and my shoulders actually twitched. Fuck, | certainly was 


on a roll today. 
| should probably tell you how you got here. Do you think you have any idea?" 


| tried to think, but hell, if | didn't even know my own name, or even the goddamn state | was in, how the hell 


was | meant to know what was wrong with me? 
ust tell me. Please. | can't think. | dont know. 


Dr. Malkinson nodded, seeming to understand. "OK, Steven. You're in a hospital in Los Angeles, California. You're 


here because you sustained serious injuries when you fell off a fourth-storey balcony." 

| fell off a freakin’ balcony and | didnt die? 

| was practically proud of myself. | guessed | had hit my head and broken a load of bones, hence the memory 
loss and my general inability to move properly, but all things considered, surviving a fall from a balcony and 


living? | was pretty lucky. 


"You fractured your skull, which explains the memory loss and brain damage, and - " 


The door, which had been partially open, now swung open, and the tall blond with the padlock strode in, followed 
by the emo with the pageboy hat and the surfer dude with the big hair. Dr Malkinson groaned quietly. 


"Steve!" The blond exclaimed. "Fuckin' finally, man! What's up?" He turned to the surfer dude. "See, | told you! | 
knew today would be it, Slash!" 


He punched him on the shoulder, making the guy chuckle and swat him back. "Yeah, you totally missed your 
calling as a psychic, Duff." 


"I did tell him, you know," the blond confessed, smiling at me. "It's like against the laws of physics for Steven 


Adler to stay in a coma for ever!" 


He came to my bedside and bent at the waist, a huge grin on his face. "About time, dude, you scared the shit 


out of us, you know? Even Izzy was starting to lose sleep!” 


"Don't yell, Duff," the emo said mildly, coming up behind him, examining the machines around me, his dark eyes 


missing nothing, before coming to rest on my face. 
"How're you feeling, Steven?" he asked. 


Steven. My name sounded so mundane compared to these guys. Slash, Izzy, Duff, and Axl. My only visitors. | 
wondered what kind of life we had shared, what kind of experiences we'd survived together. Even in the short 
moments since they'd come in, | sensed a deep kinship between them, and with a sudden ache, | wondered if I'd 
been a part of this. The familial camaraderie, the way they seemed to move in unison, to read each other's 
thoughts, their differing personalities somehow completing each other. The banter and teasing that covered a 
layer of fierce protectiveness and unquestionable loyalty. Where did | fit in? What part of this wild, wonderful 


puzzle was Steven? 

| realised the emo was still looking at me, a patient half-smile on his face, waiting. 

| was just getting ready to craft a response, when the blond - Duff - interrupted. 

"You probably still can't talk yet, huh?" 

"Actually," Dr Malkinson stated, "he's managed to say a couple of things before you arrived" 

"Really? What'd he say?" The surfer dude sounded intrigued. Slash | was fascinated at how his voice managed 
to be both deep and ever so slightly nasal at the same time. It wasn't quite as deep as Axl's, though. He faced 
me, brushing his hair away from his face, and | was met with a soulful, brown-eyed gaze that eagerly drew 
me in, a friendly, excited warmth radiating from his features. | stared back, and | grinned. | couldn't explain it, 


but | somehow felt safe with the dude. | didn't remember anything about him, but he was looking at me with 


enough fraternal familiarity that could only mean we'd been pretty damn close, before. 


| wished | could remember. 

Malkinson sniffed, and glowered at him. "Are you drunk?" 

Slash took the chair that Axl had left. "No, man. Not yet!" 

"This is a hospital, you know. And | can smell the alcohol on you!" 

Duff laughed. "Man, that's just his cologne. Eau de Jack Daniels!" He dissolved into laughter, and the emo, Izzy, 
cracked a smirk, slanting him an amused look. Dr Malkinson just huffed. Slash laughed too, and he looked at me, 


inviting me to share in the merriment. | could feel my grin becoming wider and sillier. 


"Hey, wasn't Axl here?" Izzy questioned suddenly, the smirk gone as quickly as it had arrived. Duff and Slash 
glanced up. The laughter stopped. 


Dr Malkinson coughed. "Yes, he was. He stayed the whole night, actually. But he just left, a few minutes ago. l'm 


not too sure why." 


Something seemed to pass between Duff and Izzy; they shared a short, understanding glance. Slash just 


snorted, all good humour gone from his face. He leaned away from me. 
"Yeah, that's Axl all right." 


"Slash." Izzy was giving him a piercing look, and his voice lowered in warning. Slash turned to him, his eyes 


flashing. 
"What?" he snarled. 
"Not now, all right?" 


Duff glanced uncomfortably at the pair of them and gave me a grimace of apology. | grinned back at him, 
finding the whole thing kind of funny, in the way that things are funny when you don't understand them. Izzy 


and Slash were still arguing. 


"Steven's the one who's been brain damaged! Steven's the one lying paralysed in a fuckin’ hospital bed! Steven's 
the one who just spent a month in a fuckin’ coma, and somehow he gets to play Little Orphan fuckin’ Annie and 
run around being an attention whore!" 


"I told you, Slash, don't fuckin’ start with this shit," Izzy snarled. 


Duff put one hand in Slash's shoulder, and was shaken off abruptly. | could feel Dr Malkinson watching me, and 
| saw him coming closer to my bed, heard his gentle voice in my ear asking if | was OK. | saw the anger drain 


out if Slash's eyes, saw the concern flooding in to replace it. 


| saw all these things.But | couldn't process them. | could only process one word, repeating itself in my head like 
a broken tape, getting louder and louder, threatening to burst through my eardrums. 


Paralysed? 


Wild Horses 
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Paralysed 


The word makes me think of invalids in wheelchairs. War veterans. Old people with more health problems than 


teeth, and hearing aids, and baggies to shit into. 

| didn't want to be among them. 

Dr Malkinson was talking to me. 

"Steven Steven, I'm going to tell you your full diagnosis.” 


Turning my head towards him, | tried to focus, pushing images of drooling handicaps out of my mind. Or trying 


To, anyway. 

"Your spinal injury is located on the T-9 level, which would be the area of your back that's about on the level 
of your stomach. That means your paralysis is localised to your legs and your lower torso, but not your arms 
and chest. So, with physiotherapy, you can regain normal function of your upper body. You're not fully 
paralysed; the medical term is paraplegia, and patients are said to be paraplegic." 

My head was swimming. 

"As for the brain damage, you suffered a strong blow to the head when you fell, and you fractured your skull. 
The bone is healing, but the impact caused a traumatic brain injury, which resulted something called 
retrograde amnesia. That explains the memory loss you've been experiencing.” 

Paralysed 

Paraplegic. 


Retrograde amnesia. 


The medical terminology bounced around my head, dancing tantalisingly just outside my sphere of 
comprehension. It hit me, then, that despite knowing I'd been through some pretty serious shit, | was always 


expecting to make a full recovery and walk out of here, and return to my old life, whatever that entailed. | 
mean, | knew that it was bad; I'd woken up not even knowing my own name. That shit doesn't happen from a 


bumped fuckin’ knee, | knew that. But paralysis? Paraplegia? Amnesia? 


"Will." This time, my struggle in forming the words wasn't due to impaired motor skills. "Will |..ever..remember 


stuff? From before?" My voice wasn't just slurred, it was shaking. | could feel my throat starting to burn, 


Dr Malkinson hesitated. "Usually in people with retrograde amnesia their memory can't be recovered from 
simply being told personal experiences by others." He gave the guys a look that was almost apologetic. "But the 
good news is that memory, in these cases, is usually recovered spontaneously. So you may have instants 
where you experience flashes from your past, and eventually everything will start coming together. Plus, 
stimuli such as having your friends around, and anything that you were familiar with before -smells, foods, 
sounds, objects - they can help speed the process up. But each case is different, and | can't say for sure how 


your recovery process will go." 


"Well, that's good news, right?" Duff said, coming forward and touching my shoulder. "We'll help you remember 
everything, Stevie. You'll be OK” 


Paralysed 


A sudden beeping noise made me flinch, and Dr Malkinson frowned down at an object he'd just unclipped from 


his belt. 
"Look, Steven, | have to go now, but if you need anything, ring that bell over there - " he pointed to a small 
white button near the bedside " - and one of the nurses will be with you. I'll come back and check up on you 


later today, OK?" 


| nodded, wordless, and he left. The door closed gently behind him, and | realised I'd been holding my breath. | let 
it out in a long, shaky whoosh 


"Do you remember anything, Steven? Anything at all?" Izzy asked, pulling up a chair next to Slash. Duff settled 
on the edge of my bed opposite to them. 


| didn't trust myself to speak, so | just shook my head, trying to swallow what felt like a lump of acid in my 
throat. 


"Dude." Duff leaned forward. "You're a rock star." 
My head snapped up. Duff's brown eyes crinkled with joy at my reaction, and he nodded, 


"Yup. You're in this kick-ass rock band called Guns N' Roses, and you're the drummer." He pointed to Izzy. "He's 
the rhythm guitarist, Slash is lead, I'm on bass, and Axl's the singer." 


| remembered the flashback before, that primal, high-pitched scream, the drumsticks he wielded. | tried to 
picture myself holding the drumsticks, using them to create music, the template to the rhythm produced by 
my friends. My bandmates. 


"Was | good?" | asked, feeling tentative. 
"The best," Slash said fervently. 


Izzy was smiling, bobbing his head in agreement. "You were the life of the party, this wild ball of happy energy. 
You smiled, all the time, no matter what." 


| was smiling now, feeling a spread of warmth at having their approval, their affection Their acceptance. "Are 


we...like, famous?" 


Slash grinned. "Kind of. We've played in clubs all over LA, and in some other states, too. Duff booked us onto 
this tour in Seattle - it was fuckin’ wild! We've got a load of fans, and we just got signed to this record 


company." 
"We're just about to start recording our first album..." 


| sat there and | listened, awestruck, as they regaled me with tales of shows that blew the fucking roof off, 
shows that went to shit, orgies, escapes from the police, parties, arrests, epic barroom brawls. They told me 
of times we'd slept on streets, times where we stole money from strippers to pay rent, times where we'd 
drank so much at parties that we ended up pissing ourselves. | forgot that | was in a hospital, and that my 
body and my mind were no longer my own. | wasn't a coma patient with a broken back and a fractured skull. | 
was a rock star, sitting around listening to my rock star friends as they coloured in the blank canvas of my 


mind with the vivid, bright colours of the life we shared. 
It was fuckin’ magical. 


Axl came back a couple of hours later, stinking of cigarettes and looking paler than ever, and | was delighted at 
first, but then | noticed the dark circles that ringed his bloodshot eyes, how his red hair hung in greasy 
strands. He asked me if | wanted anything, how | was feeling, if anything hurt. To be honest, | was practically as 
worried for his wellbeing as he was for mine, because the dude looked like shit warmed up. 


"You need to go home and sleep properly," Izzy told him. "And eat something, you look like those stray fuckin’ 
dogs that hung around dumpsters. We'll look after Steven for today.” 


Axl refused at first, sitting next to Duff on the edge of my bed and peering closely into my face, concern 
etched into his sharp features almost as deeply as the tiredness. But he was practically falling asleep. His eyes 
were covered with a cloudy glaze, and he seemed to look through me rather than at me. Duff gave him a 


gentle nudge, wrinkling his nose. 


"When'd you last take a shower, Ax?" 

Axl shook his head slightly, trying to wake himself up. "Dunno. Ages." 

Izzy came up behind him and put his hand on his shoulder. Axl jumped slightly. 

"Just go get some rest, bro." Izzy's voice was quiet, yet firm. He grasped Axl's shoulder and shook it slightly, 
encouraging him to get up. Axl resisted, moving his shoulder from under Izzy's reach. Then he looked at me, 
and | was taken aback to realise that his eyes seemed to ask a question 

He wants my goddamn permission 

| strained. Realising that Slash had taken hold of my hand at some point, | slid it out from under his ringed 
fingers, reached over to Axl, and grasped his hand instead. His mouth opened and he looked like he was about 
to speak, but then he met my eyes and | beamed at him again, giving him the same expression as before, 
when he'd run off. He closed his mouth and swallowed. 


"lll come back, | promise," he whispered. 


| watched him go, saw him look back over his shoulder at as he walked out, raising one hand slightly in a 
gesture of goodbye. 


Duff was shaking his head. Slash played with his rings, his eyes hidden once more by his hair. Izzy gave me a 
rueful smile, brushing his straight black locks out of his eyes. "You know, I'm surprised the stink of his 


cigarettes and BO didn't wake you up from your coma in the first week," he informed me. 


"You always were a heavy sleeper, but a fuckin’ month cooped up in a room with that smell is a record even 


by your standards! Duff pitched in 

| started to chuckle. Then | frowned 

"Wait. what?" 

| remembered hearing Slash's agitated voice. 
Hs been nearly a fuckin’ month!" 


"How..long was Axl." It was still a struggle to get my words out, and it was a longer sentence than my 


previous attempts. The urgency in my voice slurred my words a little more than usual. 


Duff had stopped laughing, running his fingers through his wavy blond hair. Slash continued playing with his 
rings. Then he jumped up suddenly. 


"lm going to the bathroom," he announced, and bolted. 
| was focusing so hard on Izzy, | barely even noticed. "How long..2" 


Izzy gave me a long look "The whole time," he said, simply. "Every night since you came in, Stevie. Axl didn't 


come home. Not once." 


Slash was snoring gently in the chair next to me, his head thrown back, legs sprawled. Izzy and Duff had left 
an hour or so earlier. Izzy had seemed strangely jumpy towards the end, his hands coming up to scratch his 
face every so often | was sorry when they left, but Slash was good company; he kept telling me stories about 


how we'd met when we were younger. 


"You had this epic fall from your skateboard. It was like in slow motion," he told me, his eyes distant and fond. 
"You landed pretty hard on your head. | was sure you would pass out, but you just jumped right back up." 


Huh, Seems like Im pretty good at falling and hitting my head 


| found myself missing Axl. | wanted to see him and thank him for staying with me for so long, for caring 
about me so much.sleeping in a chair every night for weeks on end next to an unresponsive vegetable couldn't 
have been an easy feat. | wondered idly if he was getting the rest he needed, and in a flash of selfishness, | 


wanted him to come back, now. 
Christ, man. Give the guy a break. 


But admonishing myself didn't work. | wanted him to come back, regardless of how tired he was, and | was fully 
aware that | was being an ungrateful asshole. But the streak of egotism had surfaced despite my best efforts, 
and | couldn't quell its nagging, reedy voice, as it whined pitifully in protest. 


He said he'd come back. He promised 


The clock on the wall above the door read well past midnight. While the guys had been here, | felt comforted, 
happy even, all thoughts of my ill health replaced with laughter and wonder at the incredible things we'd been 
through together. But now, with Slash asleep and everyone else gone, the darkness staged its unwelcome 
return, and | felt the ball of acid starting to re-form in my throat. Slash sighed in his sleep, shifting, and | 


seriously considered trying to wake him, just so | wouldn't be alone. 


And then the door opened. | actually managed to lift my head off the pillow when | saw the slim, long-haired 


figure as he crept into the room, and | couldn't keep my excitement contained. 
"Axl" 


"Hey, Stevie," he whispered, approaching me and placing both hands on my shoulders. "Here, lay back down now, 


it's OK" 

| couldn't stop smiling. He examined my face, tilting his head slightly, and his features caught the moonlight 
coming through the window. He looked better. He wasn't quite smiling, but he wasn't frowning either; he had an 
oddly gentle look in his eyes. Slash snorted, still out for the count. Axl looked over at him, and he bit his lip. 
"Think | should wake him?" he asked me, leaning close but looking at Slash. "He looks pretty uncomfortable." 
Almost as if to verify this statement, Slash shifted again, jerking his legs almost angrily. Axl shot me a glance 
at me, and this time there was nervous amusement written in his feature, his lips twitching. | grinned, and 


nodded towards the sleeping silhouette, encouraging Axl to make his move. 


"Here goes," he breathed, and tiptoed round the side of the bed to Slash, and he touched his arm. "Hey. Hey, 
Slash." He shook him gently. 


"Whaaa..?" Slash grumbled, eyes still closed. 
"Wake up, man. You should go home now, it's late." 


Slash rubbed his face, then yawned, finally opening his eyes. | think he did, anyway, because his head turned to 


face Axl, then turned away again, yawning even louder. 
"You all right?" Axl asked him, reaching for his shoulder. 


"Fine," Slash said shortly, standing before Axl could touch him. | waited for him to meet my eyes, but he just 


stood for a moment, getting his bearings. 
"How come you get to stay overnight all the time, anyway?" he said suddenly to Axl. 


Caught off guard, Axl blinked, and then his eyes narrowed, surprising me. | realised that | hadn't seen this 
expression on his face before; the beginnings of exasperation flickering in green eyes that had suddenly cooled, 
the muscles in his jaw jumping. Responding to the sudden change in atmosphere, Slash drew himself up to his 
full height and raised his chin. | cleared my throat loudly, interrupting the staring contest that had surfaced, 
and Axl turned away, backing off and coming to stand by my head. Slash stayed where he was, and | could feel 


his stare boring into me in the dark. 


"Will you visit tmorrow?" | asked, partly to diffuse some of the tension, and partly because | was genuinely 
curious. Slash leaned his weight on one leg and bowed his head, his hair shifting and covering his face. 


"Do you want me to?" 


| blinked. "Well - yeah, man" 


What kind of question was that? | turned my head towards Axl, trying to make out what he made of this, if it 
made any sense to him. Slash coughed loudly, then he turned abruptly and swept out, muttering "See ya," as 
he went. 

There was a beat of silence. Axl walked slowly over to the door and closed it. 

"Is he always this moody?" | asked Axl as he settled himself into the chair Slash had just vacated. 

He stopped squirming around and stared at me. "Who, Slash?" 


"Yeah." | tried to explain myself. "He jus' seems kinda..touchy? Sens'tive? An‘ he keeps walkin’ out alla time." 


Axl's eyebrows practically disappeared into his hair. He tilted his head back slightly, a bemused look of disbelief 


on his face. 


"Wow. Um, no. No, he isn't always this moody." He shook his head and paused, seeming to struggle with himself 
for a moment. "Actually, everything you just said about Slash..those are the things /m kinda notorious for." 


"Oh." My gaze slid away from him. 
Well, | wouldn't remember. 


The thought assaulted me with a sudden tinge of bitterness. The ball of acid in my throat was back with a 


vengeance. 
‘Im brain damaged, y'know," | said to the ceiling | was staring at. | felt him stiffen slightly next to me. 
"Yeah. | know." 

"And I'm para..para - plex - " 


| couldn't even say the fucking word. | stopped trying and bit my lip, feeling tears of frustration burning my 
eyes. | bit down harder, tasting blood, which only made the tears come faster. And before | knew it, | was 
crying hot, salty tears that slid into my hair and trailed into my mouth, my nose running, my eyes squeezed 
closed because | didn't want to see Axl watching me as | made a baby of myself. | turned my face, wishing the 


pillow could swallow me up. 


| felt his hand curling hesitantly over my own, and his other hand on my shoulder, squeezing as it convulsed 


with the force of my sobs. He didn't tell me to be quiet. In fact, he didn't say anything. He sang. 


"' watched you suffer a dull, aching pain 
Now, you decided to show me the same 
No sweeping exits or offstage lines 


Could make me feel bitter, or treat you unkind." 


It was a far cry from the aggressive banshee-shriek I'd managed to remember before. It still had a certain 
roughness, a sandpapery edge that rumbled comfortingly against my ears, but his voice was low and tender. 
The words rang a bell of distant memory somewhere in the back of my mind, the enchanting melancholy 
evoking a fragmented image of five boys crowded together in a cramped, dingy basement, ignoring the biting 
dampness, swaying in unison to the bittersweet twang of a patchily tuned blues guitar. 


"I know | dreamed you a sin and a lie 

| have my freedom but | don't have much time 
Faith has been broken, tears must be cried 
Lets do some living after we die." 


Involuntarily, my head turned slowly towards the sound of his voice, until | was facing him. My vision was 
slightly blurred, but | could see his closed eyes, his glistening cheeks. | closed my own eyes, feeling more tears 
flow from the movement, and | surrendered myself to the melodic soulfulness that flowed, cracking slightly, 


from his throat. 


"Wid horses couldn't drag me away 

Wild, wild horses, we'll ride them some day 
Wild horses couldnt drag me away 

Wild, wild horses, we'll ride them some day.." 


When Even Friends Seem Out To Harm You 


Author's Notes: 
| don't know what | was thinking before, trying to squeeze all of this into the previous chapter... 


| had been lying in bed picking bits of dried crust out of my eyes for what felt like a decade. Wishing | could 
just get up and wash my face like a normal, functional human being, | was just starting to fall into a lethargic 


chasm of self-pity when Axl arrived back from the bathroom, holding a wet towel in both hands. Another dry 


one was draped over his shoulder. 
"Here, wash up," he offered, holding it out to me. 


"Thanks," | said, relieved, taking it and scrubbing at my eyes, feeling the heat from the water and the 
comforting smoothness of the cloth against my skin. | wondered when | had last washed, or been washed by 
anyone. Maybe | could do it myself, if someone took me to a shower. | sighed. Axl took the damp towel when I'd 
finished and gave me the dry one, watching quietly | wiped off the droplets of water around my nose, chin and 


neck. 
"How're you feeling?" he asked, his head cocked to one side. 
How am | feeling? 


My head felt like a miner was trying to hammer his way out through my eyeballs. | couldn't move my neck 
properly without feeling a sharp, stabbing pain shooting through the bone and nerves. And to top it off, this 
weird fluid kept leaking out of my ears and eyes, and Axl kept going to run hot water over more towels and 


help me wipe up. | didn't know where he kept stealing those things from, but | sure was grateful. 
How am | feeling? 
| went for the lighthearted approach. "I've prob'ly been better, but | forget” 


Axl quirked an eyebrow and | could swear | saw a smile dance fleetingly on his lips, then his hair came forward 
to cover his face as he bent to place the towels I'd just used over the edge of my bed A nurse came in 
carrying a tray of food; oatmeal with blueberries and orange juice. Axl took it from her and placed it onto the 
overbed table and moved it so it hung over my lap, and | inhaled the sweet, wholesome aroma of warm food, 


my nose twitching in anticipation 


Earlier, Dr Malkinson had come in to check up on me, concluding that my upper body strength was slowly 
improving, but my skull and brain injuries still needed to be ‘kept under observation’ He didn't mention my 


paraplegia; | guessed that diagnosis wasn't subject to improvement anytime soon. 


He said that neck pain and headaches were normal symptoms of severe brain trauma, and he'd also rattled off 
a whole bunch of other side effects, which included the other ones I'd been getting, like the leaking and muscle 
spasms and stuff. I'd also noticed that | drooled sometimes, randomly, and it embarrassed the hell out of me. 
The first time it happened, the first time | felt the warm, sticky slime slither over my chin and drip onto my 
chest, | felt a shiver of revulsion, feeling my face become hot. | tried to turn my head so Axl wouldn't notice, 
but the movement made me flinch with pain, and | knew the jig was up. There was silence for a moment, and | 
tensed, waiting for an exclamation of disgust, or shock, or amusement. When | felt the towel mopping gently at 
my face and clothes, and his baritone voice casually asking me if | wanted anything from the vending machine, | 
practically cried with gratitude. There was no trace of mockery or disgust in his voice. He didn't mention it to 


the other guys. He never talked about anything he did for me. 


I'd be in the hospital for at least.well, ages. Dr Malkinson was pretty vague about the specific time 
parameters, and | decided I'd actually rather not find out just now. My first thought, though, was to wonder if 
Axl would continue to stay, because the truth was, | didn't think | could bear it if he left. | needed him. 


| still had nightmares most nights, and sometimes | hallucinated, when it was particularly dark and quiet. | hated 
the hallucinations with a vengeance, because | could never quite tell if they were real or not. | would lie, frozen 
and helpless on my bed, my wide eyes fixed on a shadowy corner of the room, watching whatever my mind 
decided was suitable material for the night. Grotesque shadows materialised and flickered maliciously from one 
side of the room to the other. Blood-red eyes glinted murderously in the blackness. Something hidden in a small 
bundle of white cloth dragged itself across the floor towards my bed, the sound of its nails screeching 
gratingly against the floor. Once, | saw a man without a face just standing there, immobile, silent, dressed in 
what looked like a torn pillowcase with ugly brown stains covering the flimsy material. And the sounds of 
distant, unhinged cackles, of moaning echoes and plaintive wails, was ever-present, accompanying my visions 
with sickening regularity. 

No matter how hard | tried to keep it together, these episodes always ended the same way: with me shrieking 
incoherently and crying, pushing desperately against the mattress with my hands to try to move away from 
the current night's apparition. And Axl would climb onto my bed, coming between me and the monsters. He 
would hold my hand and talk soothingly into my ear, press a damp towel against my burning forehead, tell me 


that it wasn't real, that he was here and he wouldn't let anything hurt me. 


| watched him now as | spooned my food carefully into my mouth, trying not to slop all over myself. He was 


poking around with a packet of cigarettes, counting how many he had left. 
"| remembered something," | said, swallowing a mouthful of oatmeal. 
"Yeah?" he said, looking up. "What is it?" 

"Popcorn" 


| don't know why, but when | woke up that morning, the word was bouncing around my head. | wasn't thinking 


of it like a food, not craving it or anything like that. | just knew that the word ‘popcorn’ had meant something 
to me, in my old life. And | was right, because the word had an instantaneous effect on Axl. He blinked at me, 
and then the surprise melted into amusement and before | knew it, the guy was smiling. Fully smiling, with 


teeth and everything. He even chuckled a little. | goggled at him. 
Holy shit, there is a God 


| was still holding a spoonful of oatmeal, and without warning my shoulder suddenly jerked, and the contents 
splattered over the tray and my covers. 


"Sorry!" | said quickly, dropping the spoon back onto the tray and watching guiltily as Axl rose to his feet and 


leaned over me to clean up the spill with the towel from earlier. 


"IFs fine," he said, clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth as he examined my sheets. "I should get 
them to change these sheets soon anyway, it's been a while." He turned back to me, still smiling, his voice 


sounding..playful "What do you think, Popcorn? New sheets?" 
"Huh?" 


"| gave you that nickname," he told me, the grin making his eyes shine. "| used to introduce you onstage as 


Steven ‘Popcorn’ Adler because you were so bouncy and loud when you played, you made me think of popcorn” 
Popcorn. 
Well, I guess there are worse foods to be named after. 


| grinned at him, and he grinned back. 

The other guys visited me every day, sometimes for an hour, and sometimes from the early afternoon to the 
evening. They talked to me a lot about things that had happened to us, before, trying to help me jog my 
memory, but sometimes they just sat around and chatted, both to each other and to me. | loved observing 


them, and as the days passed, | started to divide them into their distinctive personalities. 


Izzy was the smooth, mysterious beatnik, with his spiky black hair and his thin nose with the silver ring looped 
rakishly from a nostril. He wasn't the most talkative of the guys, but when he did say something, everyone 
listened. He had a soft-spoken, dignified kind of authority and an unruffled aura of self-composure, and his 
serious brown eyes seemed to have seen it all. Which, for all | knew, might well be the case. | admired the hell 
out of him. He was like the epitome of cool. He always had wild stories about the shady characters he'd met; 
once, he told me about the time one of his clients called him, freaking out because his girlfriend had snorted 


his heroin thinking it was coke and she'd passed out. 


"I told him to call a fuckin’ ambulance, but the dude was convinced that /was the better choice," Izzy 


recounted, shaking his head. "So | went over to their place and stabbed her in the heart with a shot of 


adrenaline. She was fine after that, but | lost an hour of business and made the guy pay me for my trouble." 


Slash had laughed like a hyena at the story and ended up choking on his own saliva. Duff pounded his back so 
hard that he nearly knocked him out of the chair. 


Duff. Spirited, easygoing Duff with the punk-rock attitude and the crooked, disarming grin and the infectiously 
cavalier outlook on life. When he talked to me about my injuries, he always managed to inject the conversation 
with a positive spin. 


"You could still play drums, if you practiced," he suggested. "You need your feet for the downbeat, but fuck a 
downbeat. When you get outta here, we'll all jam together, see how it goes." 


He told me about his friend back in Seattle who'd gotten into a fight and had his face smashed in by a guitar, 
and | marvelled at his ability to make such a violent tale seem almost funny in the way he told it. 


"He's fine now, though. His nose looks fucked up and he can't hear properly in one ear, but he was never much 


of a looker anyway. Plus, hearing damage is basically part of the whole rock-star deal." 
He was optimism, practicality, and good humour rolled into one blond, padlocked, ten-foot package. He was great. 


And Slash. | just couldn't figure that guy out. | liked him - he was cool, funny, and | hadn't forgotten the initial 
spark of brotherhood when I'd first seen him. But | was mystified by some of his behaviour. The way he 
glowered at Axl whenever he came near me, his fists clenching slightly. All the times he jumped up and shot 
off with no explanation, his constricted pupils and flushed cheeks sizzling with feral energy when he made his 
return. Sometimes he just sat and brooded, silent resentment radiating off him in waves, his brown eyes 


scorching with dark, inexplicable anger. 


| asked Axl about it, once. He seemed reluctant to reply, ducking his head and avoiding the question. | persisted 
for a while, and finally he looked up from his newfound interest in the vase of complimentary flowers by 
bedside and fixed me with a serious stare. 


"Look, Steven. | know Slash is acting weird, but he.." He paused. "He's taken this harder than the rest of us. So 
cut him some slack, OK?" 


That didn't answer my question, and | knew Axl noticed the look of disappointed petulance in my eyes, because 
his gaze softened and his voice became quieter, as he leaned forward. 


"You and Slash were - are - best friends," he said gently. "You were like brothers, before. Real close. 


Remember that." 


"So how come you're the one stayin’ an’ lookin’ after me, an’ not him?" The question slipped out, managing to 


sound both childish and challenging. 


He blew a sigh out through his cheeks. "Steven..." 


"Why, Ax?" | was practically whining, but | needed to know. | was sick of all this secrecy. What was up with 
Slash? If he and | were so close before, why wasn't he the one tending to me at all hours of the night, holding 
me through my nightmares, wiping drool and fluid off my skin and raising hell with the nurses about the 
quality and cleanliness of my bedclothes? 


Its not my place to say, all right? You ask him about it. Now tell me what you want for dinner so | can go 
pester the nurses." 


And that was that. 


Duff and Axl were standing near the window, talking in low voices. | couldn't hear what they were saying, but 
neither of them looked nor sounded like they were discussing something happy. Duff was leaning against the 
window sill, clenching the edge with one hand and running his other hand through his hair, messing it up. Axl 
was standing with his shoulders hunched, hands buried deep in his pockets. | kept darting glances at them, and 
Slash was getting irritated 


"What's so interesting about those two?" he complained, flicking my knee with a magazine. "You're the one who 
asked about my snakes!" 


Realising he was right, and that | was being rude, | gave him an apologetic shrug. "Sorry. I'm just kinda nosy. 


D'you know what they're talkin’ ‘bout?" 


"No. | don't" The tone of his voice invited no further questioning. | decided to change the subject, but before | 
could talk, Slash had stood up, looking over at Duff and Axl. 


"When's Izzy coming back?" 
Duff shrugged. "I'm not sure. He said he'd visit today, though, so he should come by soon 


Slash heaved a frustrated sigh, and started to pace around the room. | watched the way he picked at his 
clothes, feeling a prickle of unease through my stomach. 


"Keep it together, dude," Duff murmured. Slash barked out a laugh. 
"Yeah, thanks. That really helps." 
Axl shot him a dirty look. Thankfully, Slash didn't notice, prowling towards the far wall and giving it a hefty kick. 


"Whass the problem?" | asked, pulling myself painstakingly into a sitting position Axl was immediately by my 
side, adjusting the pillows behind me and making sure my back wasn't crooked. Slash watched this, and | couldn't 


make out his eyes, but his lips were curled into an angry sneer, his fists clenched at his sides. Duff said 
sharply, "Slash, stop. You're freaking him out" 


It was the first time I'd heard Duff use that tone; even Slash seemed mildly surprised. He brushed his hair 
back with one hand and scratched his chin with the other. 


"Slash." His eyes came up and met mine, the aggression gone. "What is it, man?" 


The whole jumpy, aggressive attitude, the abrupt departures at random moments, the wild mood swings. What 


was his problem? 


His eyelids fluttered closed and he rubbed his face with his hands. | looked beseechingly at him, waiting for an 


answer. 


"Well, Stevie. How do | put this?" He opened his eyes and gave me a direct, flat state. "I have a problem. I'm 
what some people like to call a useless, piece of shit dope fiend" He said the last words to Axl, who stood with 
his arms braced on the metal bars on the side of my bed, returning Slash's look with an icy calmness that 


would have fooled me, if | couldn't see how white his knuckles were. "Sound familiar?" 
| paused. "You mean.you're a drug addict?" 


Slash clicked his tongue. "Got it in one, Stevie. A heroin addict, to be specific." He walked around to the other 
side of my bed to stand next to Duff. "We've all tried heroin at different points, even His Highness over there.” 
A stiff nod towards Axl. "But l'm a full on junkie" He spat the word out. 


| opened my mouth and closed it again. | mean, what do you even say to that? 


Izzy chose that moment to make his appearance, loping into the room, greeting me with a smile and an 


easygoing "How ya doin’, man?" 


"Ah, there he is." Slash was laughing, but there was no joy in the sound whatsoever. Izzy froze, his eyes raking 
over the angry rocker as he strode forward and clapped him on the shoulder. "My fellow useless piece of shit 
dope fiend" He leaned towards me, lowering his voice to a stage whisper. "He's also a dealer. Sssshhhh!" He put 
a finger to his lips, his eyes wide. "That's how he's more together than | am, because Izzy doesn't like sharing. 
Izzy's a lone wolf." He turned to face Izzy, peering at him. "Can you get me straight now, |zz? Please?" The 
exaggeratedly childish lilt in his voice dripped with sarcasm. 


lzzy looked seriously at him for a moment, then his gaze darted over to Duff and Axl. Duff inclined his head 
slightly, and lzzy shifted. 


"Be right back, Steven," he said, his tense demeanour betraying his calm voice. With one final, apologetic look at 
Axl, he turned and walked out, motioning for Slash to follow him. 


| stared after them, realising my jaw was hanging open. The entire exchange couldn't have taken more than 


fifteen seconds 
What are these guys, telepathic? 
"Christ," | heard Duff mumble 

"Is it still the same?" Axl asked quietly. 


"Worse," came Duff's resigned reply. "Izzy tried to hold some back from him yesterday, because he'd done like 
five shots the day before." He rubbed the back of his neck, sighing. "It got pretty ugly.’ 


"What about Izzy?" 

Duff shrugged. "As far as | know, Izzy's doing the same, two or three fixes a day. But then again, it's Izzy, so 
you never really know." | noticed the strained way he spoke, the pain and helplessness in his eyes. This was 
clearly taking its toll on him. 

"Hey, was /a junkie?" | asked suddenly. 

Was | ever like that? Did | ever stalk around, tugging nervously at my clothes and hair, my nails scratching 
shakily at my skin, chewing my lips and craving the intoxicating relief at the end of a needle? Did | binge on 
multiple doses, unable to get enough, sneering a challenge at the lingering chance of death, like Slash? Or was | 
more like Izzy, shooting up just enough to keep myself going, just enough to be functional? 

"No." | turned towards Axl. 


"No?" 


"No, Steven. You're not a junkie.” He looked me dead in the eye, his face blazing. "You tried it a couple of times. 


Like me. It was fun for a while, but then you stopped. You never got addicted. Never." 

| was a little taken aback by how forceful he sounded. 

"Oh. Well, that's good, | guess." | ran a hand through my hair and beamed. "It doesn't look like much fun, 
anyway, right?" | looked over at Duff, and he was watching Axl with an odd expression on his face. Then he 


broke into a small, wry smile. 


"No, Stevie," he agreed, turning to look at me. "Its not much fun at all." 


It was a couple of days later. Axl had gone to meet with some record executives a few hours earlier, leaving 


me with Slash, Duff, and Izzy. | was feeling restless. 


"When's Axl coming back?" | asked. 
Slash snorted loudly. "Jesus, Stevie. If you love Axl so much, why don't you marry him?" 
Duff shot Slash an annoyed look. "I don't know. Soon, | guess, he's been at this meeting since this morning." 


Slash scoffed and swallowed another mouthful of the Jack Daniels he'd managed to sneak in, and was quite 


shamelessly drunk. | tried to remember what Axl told me and made excuses for him. 
He's taking this badly. 

He was my best friend 

He's a junkie, junkies get twitchy. 

Fine, but lzzy’s never Ike this 


"| don't even know why he's going to this dumb-ass meeting, anyway," Slash continued loudly. "We're gonna get 
dropped from the label for sure now that our drummer's a cripple." 


| closed my eyes. 

He's taking this badly. 

He was my best friend 

"Fuck you, asshole!" 

My eyes flew open. Axl was standing in the doorway, and it wasn't a benevolent sight. 

His entire body was tensed, hunched, feet apart, shaking with rage. His lips were pulled back into a vicious 
snarl, exposing sharp yellow teeth that glinted dangerously in the harsh fluorescent lighting, and his eyes 


burned fiercely with bright, unadulterated, deadly hatred. 


"Don't you ever say that fucking word about him again, do you hear me? Never! He spat the words with 
poisoned loathing at Slash. 


Slash blinked, and then laughed. "Man, you are shitting me, right? Get the fuck outta here!" 


Izzy, who had been watching silently from his vantage point near the window, was suddenly standing above 


Slash. 


"Slash, Jesus. C'mon, I'll take you home and you can sleep it off" 
"You're drunk, too?" Axl hissed. "Fucking loser." 


"Axl, don't.." Duff was coming up behind him. | watched, open mouthed, as Slash tilted his head towards Axl, 
looking impossibly unruffled. 


"Better a loser than a self-serving raf" he purred. "Atoning for your sins in the name of Jesus like a good 


Christian boy, huh? Your stepdaddy would be proud” 

Axl flew at him, and the combined efforts of Izzy and Duff barely kept him restrained as he swore and raged 
over their shoulders at Slash, who was now on his feet and cackling openly. He stumbled backwards towards 
the door, swaying slightly. Izzy was whispering soothingly into Axl's ear, and Duff still had his arms braced 
tightly around his shoulders. After struggling for a few seconds longer, Axl seemed to deflate. He tore himself 
away from them and sank into the chair by my side. | struggled to pull myself into a sitting position, peering 
anxiously at him as he hyperventilated into his shaking hands, his hair covering his face. 

"Ax? You OK?" | said hoarsely. 


He didn't move. 


"Hey, Stevie." Slash's voice rang through the room with false gaiety, the synthetic brightness grating against 


my ears. | looked up at him, an ugly feeling twisting in my stomach. 


"Did, uh." He took another drink and discarded the empty bottle onto the floor, wiping his lips with the back of 
one hand. "Did the doctor tell you how you got here?" 


Axl's head rose slowly, almost robotically, from his hands. 
"You OK?" | asked him again. 


"Can you tear yourself away from your sick-nurse for one goddamn minute and answer me!" Slash exclaimed, 


glancing over at Izzy and Duff with a wildly amused ‘you believe this guy?" look 


The ugly feeling in my stomach intensified. Maybe answering his question would hurry him out of here - this 


whole situation was making me uncomfortable. 
"I fell off a balcony, right?" | said to him. 
You should know that. As my best friend, you should know - 


He shrugged. "Fell off. guess that's a good way of describing it" 


He moved one hand behind his back and grasped the doorknob. 


"Another way of describing it - the more accurate way - is that you were thrown off. Right, Axl?" He shot 
the redhead a friendly, predatory smile, and then kicked open the door with one boot and was gore. 


Don't Cry 


Author's Notes: 
Thank you all for being such wonderful readers and giving me amazing feedback. You're all angels and | hope 


you enjoy this. Well, maybe enjoy isn't the right word.. 


| remember hearing the phrase ‘pregnant silence’ from an English class, years and years ago. | can't remember 
what it was for, but as the teacher burbled on about the poignant heaviness of unspoken words and 
suppressed emotion, | was hiding in the back, hands covering my mouth, choking with silent laughter at how 


ridiculous the shit sounded. 

Pregnant silence. 

| wasn't laughing now. 

Duff was lingering by my bed, his gaze shooting between Axl and me, one hand rubbing his forearm nervously. 
Izzy stood on the other side, his thumbs looped into his belt, chewing his lip and glaring at the door Slash had 
slammed closed behind him. Axl was still on the chair, but sitting wasn't quite the right word, he was hunched 


over, both arms wrapped tightly around his stomach as if he was going to be sick, and he seemed to be 


vibrating, his muscles clenched so tightly that they shook with the effort of holding him together. 


"Uh, guys?" | ventured, after what seemed like an eternity. "Whass he talkin ‘bout?" My speech got worse 


when | was nervous. 


Duff swallowed hard. Izzy levelled me with a serious gaze. Axl bowed his head even deeper, his hair coming 


forward like a curtain. 

Why wont they talk? 

Did someone really throw me off, or was Slash just bluffing? 

| racked my brains, trying to think of anyone who would hate me enough to do something like this, but it was 
useless; the only people | remembered were the four of them. And probably my mother, but | doubted she 


had the sufficient upper body strength. 


"Axl? Guys? Talk to me, please, what happened?" | was practically begging. Hell, there was no ‘practically’ about 
it. | was begging. "Did someone really - " 


"Yes. 


| closed my mouth. Axl raised his head to look at me, and | would never forget his face in that moment. There 
wasn't a single drop of colour in his cheeks; in fact, his skin had gone a pallid shade of grey. His lips were a thin 
line of dry white. His eyes, though, were what disturbed me the most. 

Axl expressed most of his emotions through his eyes; when he was angry, they sparked with electric, 
malignant fire that threatened to scorch the object of his rage into cinders. When he was upset, they dimmed 
into a moody grey-green, closed off yet vulnerable. When he was happy they shone, bright and smiling, 
benevolent. | didn't recognise the expression in his eyes now, and with a jolt, | realised that was because there 
was none. For the first time since I'd seen him, Axl's eyes were completely empty. Drained. 

| licked my lips, trying to find my voice. "Who?" 

"Me" 

His voice matched the weary expression of nothingness on his face, and | looked round at the others, perplexed. 
"No, c'mon, really. Who?" 

He looked away, biting his lip. "Me, Steven. | did it.” 


My voice rose. "Axl, stop screwing around, man." 


Why the hell wouldn't he talk? Was he trying to protect me, or did he think | wouldn't remember? | leaned 
forward desperately, pleading with my eyes. 


"Please, Ax, just tell me - " 
"| fold you, you dumb bastard!" he exploded. "Mel | did it! | pushed you off that fuckin’ balcony!" 


He shot to his feet, towering over me, his fists clenched. | shrank back into the bed, cowering as the daggers 


shooting from his eyes bored into me, but | couldn't - wouldn't - accept what he was saying. 

"No," | managed, my voice tiny. "No. You didn't.” 

"No?" He was sneering now, his lips twisted, his face contorted. "You really don't know me at all, Stevie. You 
thought | was some fuckin’ saint, huh? You thought | was a nice person” He laughed bitterly, wildly. "lim an 


asshole, Stevie, didnt you know that?" 


He picked up the vase of flowers on my bedside and flung it violently against the wall. | flinched. Axl's head 


snapped round to face me, snarling, with an expression | could only describe as feral 


‘lm a moody, insensitive, cruel son of a bitch!" He punctuated each adjective by throwing something else - the 


two chairs went flying against the wall, followed by the table. 


"| throw tantrums! | break things! | hurt people!" He was screaming, his features twisted with murderous 
ferocity, his movements jerking and uncontrolled. "That's all I'm good for. Ask anyone, they'll tell you, Axl Rose 


is a fuckin’ asshole!" 


Whirling around, looking frenziedly for something else to destroy and finding nothing, he lunged towards the 


window and punched out, the sound of shattering glass piercing my ears. 


| fooled you for a while, huh? Made you Ake me, right? Trust me? Fuckin’ bullshit! | could hear him laughing, an 
unhinged, joyless kind of cackle, and he strode towards my bed. His hair was wild, and his hands and wrists 


were bleeding. 


"Well, I'm back. The real me. Axl the prick motherfucker that everyone hates is back! He threw his head back 
and bellowed the last word, his voice cracking, visceral with anguish. Duff turned his head away from the 


sound, and lzzy closed his eyes. 


He lowered his head back slowly, shakily, and his eyes met mine for a second, before he turned and stumbled 


away. His arm came out to brace himself against the wall. 


lm the bad guy again. All is right with the fuckin’ world. You all can fuckin’ relax," he choked. | heard him draw 
in a ragged breath, and then he grabbed for the doorknob, twisted it, and fell out of the room. 


Duff and Izzy clammed up, afterwards. All they would tell me is that it was an accident, and that he didn't 


mean for me to end up like this. 
"You guys were friends, bandmates," Izzy reminded me. "He didn't want to hurt you this bad." 


"We're your friends, too," Duff added. "Do you think we'd be defending him if we thought he did this to you on 


purpose?" 

"Slash isn't defending him." 

Izzy hesitated. "Slash.took this harder than the rest of us." 

| turned my head away. "That's what Axl said" 

Slash's behaviour was starting to make sense. His hostility towards Axl was because he blamed him for what 
happened to me. His general bad humour was because he'd ‘taken it badly’. Axl had stayed to look after me 


because he felt guilty, and Slash didn't like that. 


| understood these things. They were logical. What didn't follow the calculated, precise patterns of reason was 


why Axl would do something like this in the first place. 


They told me it was an accident, but we must have been fighting about something before. What kind of crazy 


spat were we involved in that warranted me being thrown off a goddamn balcony? 


| focused all my energy on trying to remember. | didn't let myself consider, and really accept, that Axl - Axl, 
who'd looked after me with more patience and kindness than if | was his own brother - had turned me into a 
brain-damaged handicap, and that he'd let me find this out from Slash. | couldn't comprehend it, and | didn't 


want to. 


| spent the rest of the day in a rigid sort of limbo, turning away meals, talking in monosyllables. | must have 
fallen asleep at one point, because when | woke up it was dark, and Duff was asleep next me on the chair 
where Axl used to sit, snoring loudly, with his mouth open. My ears were leaking again, and | reached up and 
wiped them carefully with my sleeve, wincing slightly as a flare of pain shot along my neck and settled into a 
deep, lingering ache. | deepened my breathing and closed my eyes, trying to ignore the the soreness. | found 
myself thinking of how Axl had this trick of heating a load of towels in the microwave he'd found somewhere 
along the corridor at the nurses’ station, and bunching them under my neck when they were sufficiently hot. 
The relief that they provided was immense; the comforting, sturdy warmth seeping gently through to my 


muscles and bones, soothing me. 
But Axl was gone now. 
| squeezed my already closed eyes even harder, feeling myself grimace, and waited for morning to come. 


"Shit, man, what time is it?" Duff yelped, jerking upright and blinking at the clock. "Jesus, l'm gonna be late for 


work!" 


He scrambled out of the chair and straightened his clothes, then placed both hands on his back and stretched, 


groaning as the bones cracked. 

"God, that was the shittiest chair I've ever fuckin’ slept on. | feel like a grandad," he complained, running his 
hands through his hair and glaring at it. Axl had broken the other one, but this chair had survived the impact. 
| noticed it was the same one he had slept on all those weeks, without complaint. 


"Morning shift at the restaurant today?" | asked him as he yawned and adjusted his boots. 


"Yeah," he nodded. "Look, I'm sorry for running off like this. I'm sure Izzy's coming round today, and I'll try to 
find Slash and Axl." 


Then he hesitated. "You..you do want to see them, right?" 


| nodded quickly, not allowing myself to really think about my answer, and Duff's shoulders relaxed, 
"OK, man. I'll see see you soon, all right?" 


| watched him go, closing the door behind him, realising that | would be left alone for longer than I'd gotten 
used to. Before, | was only by myself for the few minutes Axl took for bathroom breaks. 


You need to stop thinking about him. 


The more | let myself do that, the more my mind would wander territory | preferred to leave unexplored. | 
didn't want to feel angry, or betrayed, or bitter, because that would mean accepting that everything he'd done 
for me over past few weeks was a lie. | couldn't let myself think like that. These past few weeks were all | 


knew, all | had. 


Paradoxically, | still wanted to know why. What had | done? What had | said? 

| wanted desperately to remember, but at the same time, | was scared. All | wanted was for everything to be 
OK, to go back to being comfortably oblivious to the reality of what happened to me. | had wanted to know the 
truth so badly, wanted so many answers, not realising that maybe not knowing was the more favourable 


option. 
Youre weak. 


| was disgusted with myself. Was | really pathetic enough to let myself believe that the man who had 


essentially crippled me was in fact my saviour, just because | was too cowardly to face the truth? 

| didn't know. What | do know, though, is that helplessness makes you discover new things about yourself, 
shattering the illusion of heroism and self-worth you've kidded ourselves into believing. Real, devastating 
tragedy steamrolls impatiently through the walls of fantasy you've constructed, tearing down perceptions of 
courage and pride, grabbing you by the chin and forcing you to look with mortification upon the small, cowering 
nugget of truth about whats really inside you. 

My truth was that | was a co-dependent pussy. 


Dont | deserve a break? | nearly died, and now Im bedridden for the rest of my fuckin’ life, cant | at least have 


one consolation prize? 

| let out a whimper of despair. 
God, Adler, you are such a bitch 
"Stevie?" 


Slash was standing in the doorway, eyes obscured by his shades. He smiled as he came in. | watched him, 


realising that | had been expecting him to show up, knowing that he was the only one willing to tell me the full 
story, regardless of how twisted it was by his own bias. 


"Hi, Slash" | sounded tired. Miserable. An accurate reflection of how | felt. 
He settled into the chair. "You feelin OK?" 

Nope, not at all 

"| guess” 


He lit a cigarette, and | was reminded of Axl, how much he smoked, how cool he looked with the burning white 


twist of paper resting carelessly between his fingers. 
"You remember anything yet?" he asked me, sounding almost hopeful, blowing smoke in my face. 


"No." 


‘lm guessing the other guys didn't tell you, then" He leaned back in his seat, regarding me through those 
opaque black shades. | wished he would take them off. 


"They just said it was an accident," | told him. 
He nodded, smoke trailing from his nostrils, wordless. | shifted. 


"So where's the man himself?" The sneer in his voice was obvious, and | could picture the look of condescending 


amusement in his eyes. 

"Hehe left." My voice hitched slightly, and he noticed, because his nose crinkled with distaste. 
"Why do you sound so upset?" 

Well, gee. Maybe its because | am pretty fucking upset. 


"Look, are you gonna tell me?" | asked him, impatience creeping into my voice, as my fingers played agitatedly 


with the material of my blanket. 
He smirked. "Do you really want to know?" 


| blinked He was toying with me. The smirk faded quickly from his face as he realised, presumably, how much 
of a dick he was being. 


"OK, OK. Look, l'm sorry, that was stupid." He sighed, and shook his head. "I'll tell you everything. OK?" 


"OK" | leaned forward, readying myself, mouth slightly open as | focused all my attention on him. 
He took a drag of his cigarette. 

"You're a heroin addict, Steven," he began. 

| blinked. "But Axl said - " 

"What did Axl say?" he said sharply. 

| recoiled. 


"Axl said..| wasn't" | felt stupid as soon as the words came out. | could feel him judging me through those 


stupid black shades. 


"Well, Axl lied” His tone was patronising. "You had the biggest problem out of all of us. Shit, dude, you once 
crawled around sniffing the fuckin’ dirt off the carpet, trying to snort up any spare smack." 


| closed my mouth and swallowed. 


"So, anyway, it started to affect your playing. It got kind of bad one time in rehearsal and you might have, like, 
screwed up and missed a beat a couple of times or whatever." He flicked a strand of hair out his his eyes 
with the last three fingers of his hand, still holding his cigarette between his thumb and forefinger. "It's not 
like a big deal, | miss notes sometimes, everyone does, you know? But Axl kind of lost it, started screaming at 
you and calling you all sorts of shit. You and him never really got along, anyway, you irritated the fuck out of 
him for some reason" He shrugged offhandedly, and if he noticed the look on my face, he ignored it. 


"You were too high to yell back at him, and that made him madder, so he fired you." Another long drag from 
the cigarette. 


"He goes off somewhere, and we all think he didn't mean it, it's just Axl being Axl. But then he gets home, and 
starts talking about how he's meeting this other drummer, and he's ignoring you the whole time. You get 
pissed off and say that everyone else is high as a kite and they're not getting fired. And he goes ‘Yeah, but 


everyone else can play. You play like shit:" 


| could feel his eyes focusing carefully, expectantly, on me through the shades. Trying to keep my face as 


blank as possible, | stared back at him, waiting, and for some reason he rolled his eyes before continuing. 


"Anyway, you say some shit, and he says some shit,and then it gets to this whole big argument and Duff had 
to come between you. He goes off for a cigarette on the balcony and you go snort some coke in the 


bathroom." 


He leaned forward. "You come out, all fired up, and you run out to him. You're kind of falling apart, begging him 
to reconsider, that you'll get better and whatnot, but he just laughs at you. You reach out to grab his arm." 
Slash reached his own arm out and grasped mine, just above the elbow. "And he's like ‘get the fuck off mel! 
And there's a struggle, and he pushes you off him, and then you're falling off the balcony, and then." He 
shrugged. "Splat." 

| flinched slightly. He took a long drag of his cigarette. 

"Well?" Slash demanded after a few seconds of silence. 

| was playing with my fingers. "So..it was an accident?" 

| could feel him rolling his eyes again. “That's what he said” 

"You believe he'd do it on purpose?" 

A beat. "Well, no," he admitted. "But - " 

"Why do you hate him so much, anyway?" | was suddenly angry. 


He gawped at me. "What?" 


"Tell the truth, Slash." | leaned forward, trying to see through his shades. "What's the real reason you told me 


this? Was it really because you cared about me? Or were you just jealous?" 


"Jealous of what? he said incredulously. "He's the reason you're in here, Steven! He crippled you! He fuckin’ 


ruined you! And you're sitting here defending him?" 


"He was there for me, all right? He..he was - "| struggled to find the words, feeling my cheeks flush. "If you 
cared about me so much, why didn't you stay? Why'd you let him do everything?" 


His mouth was open "I." He scoffed. "Jesus, Steven.’ 
"What?" | choked. "What, Slash? What's your excuse?" 

"Im a junkie, man! | can't. can't even look after myself!" 

"So you didn't even try." | was crying. "You let him do all the work You let me think he was the one who really 
cared. And then you go and ruin everything because you couldn't stand him doing what - what you should 


have fuckin." 


| couldn't continue. 


He looked away, shifting in his chair, shaking his head. "You got me all wrong," he spluttered. "I didn't do this to 
you, did |? I'm not the one who fuckin’ - its his faul Not mine! What the fuck is this?" 


His voice was rising. 

"And besides, you're a junkie, too. If | was in your place, you would have done the exact fuckin’ same." 

| leaned back into my pillows and turned my head away from him. "Then | guess we're both shitty people." 
Slash said nothing. | closed my eyes, feeling the tears make warm, salty tracks down my cheeks. 

"We were best friends, man." His voice was broken. 

| couldn't reply. 


"Goddammit, Steven!" he shouted suddenly, standing up. "Why are you mad at me? This is Axl's fault! All of it 
Its all his fuckin’ fault! Why am | the bad guy all of a sudden?" 


Hs words echoed Axl, 

Im the bad guy agah 

All is night with the fuckin’ world 

Except it wasn't. | heard the sound of my own shallow, uneven breathing. | heard Slash raging by my bedside, 
begging me for answers | didn't have. | heard him as he stormed out, slamming the door behind him, giving up 


on me. 


He didn't realise | was remembering. 


Another One Bites The Dust 


Author's Notes: 
So the Memory is finally here. | hope it's to all your satisfaction Everyone who's been reading and giving me 


wonderful comments, | can't tell you enough how much | appreciate it. 


‘Hs name's Matt Sorum. | heard him play a few times, and he said he's met Slash before." 

Axl is sitting on the counter, holding a can of beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other. Duff leans against the 
cupboard next to him, and lzzy and Slash are sprawled on the flea-bitten couch, respective guitars resting between 
their legs. Im curled up on the armchair next to them. Slash inclines his head, as Axl asks him a question 

"You know who Im talking about?" 

"Yeah, | know Matt. Big blond guy, plays with more force than technique, but he's good." 

‘Um, this band already has a drummer," | remind them. Axl ignores me. Slash shifts 


"Axi, listen - " he begins. 


‘So | said we'd meet up with him sometime next week, and we can jam together." Axl finishes his beer and throws 


the can carelessly onto the floor. 


"Dude." Im trying to sound more sober than | actually am, but its really goddamn hard. "So | screwed up a couple 
of songs, big deal Hl be sober next time, | promise, HI kick the song's ass!" 


Axl eyes me. “Sober, hih?" 
"Yeah!" | say earnestly. 

‘Like you are now?" 

izzy snorts. "Look at us, man, no one in this fuckin’ room is sober. Lighten up, Ax." 


Axl shoots him an icy stare, but doesn’t say anything. | jump in. "Cmon, man Maybe you should get high, take the 
edge off, take the rod out your ass." | grin at him. 


‘Fuck you, Adler." 


Oh, sorry, man!" | burst out laughing "My bad Wrong choice of words." 


Slash laughs too, and | can see Duff smirking a little as Axl jumps off from the counter. 


‘Laugh it up, you piece of shit. Youll need something fo smile about when you're on the fuckin’ streets with nothing 
to pay for your next fix. Fuckin’ idiot." 


"You can't fire me! Im as much a part of the band as everyone else!" 
He raises an eyebrow. "Yeah? What was the last song you wrote?" 


‘Fuck off." | can feel myself starting to get aggravated "Everyone else is off their head, why am I the one taking 
all your shit?" 


‘Because everyone else can play, Steven When you're high, my arthritic fuckin’ grandmother could slam a better 


beat than you." 
"Bullshit!" | yell "You cant fire me! When did you become king of the band, anyway?" 


He folds his arms and smiles coldly. "HI let you keep the drumsticks, even though Im the one who stole em for 


you Remember me when youre letting punters fuck you with them for a hit" 

| finch. "Asshole." 

Axl laughs, miming obscene gestures with his fingers. "Yep, thats where you'll be getting it Right up the asshole.” 
Something inside me snaps. "You would know all about getting things up the asshole, William" 


Hs face changes. The smirk disappears, and he's prowling towards me, murder in his eyes. | stagger out of my chair, 
not backing down, even though he's stone cold sober and in my inebriated state Id probably get the shit kicked out 
of me. Duff intervenes, thankfully, not touching Axl but coming up between us and pushing me away slightly, 
making sure Im out of the hissing redheads reach 


"Youre a useless, piece of shit dope fiend, Steven Adler," he spits. "Thats all you are, and that's all you'll ever be. 
A fuckin’ jag-off smackhead. | hope the shit kills you one day." 


He stalks out, jabbing a cigarette between his lps. Im starting to come down from the heroin, and Im not liking the 
feeling of nervous dread that's replacing it. | run to the bathroom, knowing we have some coke in there, and sure 
enough, the little clear bag with the white powder is hidden in the toilet cistern, like a cliché from a bad cop thriller. 
| arrange some of the coke into a couple of neat litte lines | can't find a straw, so | roll up a dollar bill and use 
that, sniffing gently as to not waste any of the precious powder, and tit my head back, swallowing the drp that 
forms in the back of my throat. 


| shiver, feeling the blood in my veins flow faster, almost fizzing, and Im vibrating with energy. | feel restless, 


rejuvenated, and there's one thing on my mind: getting Axl to see sense. He couldnt fire me. | was a fucking 
fantastic drummer. The band would fall apart without me. 


| burst out of the bathroom, seeing lzy. 

"Where is he?" | say loudly. 

He raises an eyebrow, taking in my wide eyes, shaky hands and twitchy demeanour. 

"Coke, huh?" He smirks, and nods towards the balcony. "He's having a cigarette. Good luck." 

| ignore the dryness in his voice and bluster towards the balcony, seeing the skinny figure with the teased hair. 


"Hey, fuckface!" My attempt at joviality was accompanied by a hint of hysteria as | reach out to touch his 
shoulder. He jerks away. 


‘Don't fuckin’ touch me." 
‘All right, all right." | hold up my hands. "Lets make a deal. I dont touch you, you don’t fire me. Sounds good?" 


He's not falling for my admittedly weak jokes, standing there sneering at me through the haze of smoke around his 
head. 


"You really think this is just about me? You think Im the only one who's sick of your bullshit?" 

He scoffs. 

"You can't play, you asshole, You're holding us back, all of us. But obviously, Axis the mean sonofabitch breaking the 
news because everyone else is foo pussy fo say what they think!" He looks past me and raises his voice, making 
himself heard to the others inside. 

Ím swaying slightly. | hear someone coming up behind me and I hear Slash's hesitant voice asking if Im OK 

‘No, Im not OK!" | said hoarsely. "You all want to fire me? Youre in on this too?" 

He shifts guitily. "Dude, | didn’t want to, but maybe.maybe you should take a break for a while, you know?" 


From what? The band? Drugs? | was doing them with you!" 


"Yeah, but he doesnt need thirty fuckin’ do-overs to get through Welcome to the fuckin’ Jungle." Axi's voice cuts 
through the air, and | whirl around and reach out wildly for him. 


"You cant do this!" 


"Get the fuck off me!" 


Ím grabbing for his arm and he struggles furiously, but in my coke-fuelled mania | manage to cling on, desperate. | 
can here Slash inhaling sharply behind me. 


"Hey, Steve, come on, man.." 
l ignore him, focusing on Axl 


"Please, Axli Talk to them, they'll listen to you, they'll take me back if youre on my side!" Im way past feeling any 


n" 


pride. "Please, man, please - 


‘Get off, goddammit!" He yanks his arm violently away, whpping his body round at the same time. Im torn forward 
with the force of the movement, flying into the railing behind him. The curved metal bar at the top crashes into 
my stomach, and | barely notice the pain as my upper body pitches forward, forward, my legs flailing in the empty 
air behind me, and Im screaming as | fall 


The last thing | register is that Im clutching a torn piece of of Axis shirt in my hand. 


"Steven? Steven, how are you feeling?” 


| was getting really sick of that stupid goddamn question. | didn't bother replying. The nurse didn't even seem to 
notice as she bustled about fluffing my pillows and trying to get me to eat. It was an empty question, a 
pointless one, a vacuous conversation starter that healthy people asked the sick to put on a pretence of 
concern, patting themselves on the back for being caring and supportive. They'd taken me out to wash me 
earlier that day. | had thought the height of humiliation was shitting into a bag and pissing through a catheter, 
but the experience of a woman only a few years older than me scrubbing my balls with a washing rag served 


as a cheery reminder that things could always get worse. 


It had been two days since that memory made its unwelcome return. | hadn't seen Slash or Axl at all. Izzy and 
Duff visited daily, though, but | didn't say much to them. There wasn't really anything left to say. They tried, | 
could see that. They even brought their guitars with them a few times, played some music, talked to me 


about life on the outside. But | just couldn't bring myself to care. And | felt guilty about that. 


I'd been pretty much lethargic for the past couple of days. | still felt things - misery, fear, loneliness, anger, 
all that fun stuff - but not quite as acutely. It was like my emotions were light bulbs and someone had 
dimmed them down to a weak, sad little flicker. That piercing, bottomless sensation of grief that bunched 
painfully in my throat and racked my body with sobs had faded by the following evening of the Memory, 


replaced by a dull, wretched hum of vague gloom. 


| insisted that Duff sleep at home. He argued, but | managed to convince him that there was really no point in 
his being here - he would just sleep uncomfortably, and | didn't want to wake him if | wanted something. | 
never had to wake Axl; he always seemed to be up when | needed him, even if it was just to sit with me and 


talk until | fell asleep, the sound of his deep, reassuring voice driving the demons away. 
Get off, goddammit 

Fuckin’ idiot. 

Youre a useless, piece of shit dope fiend 


| remembered Slash's emphasis on those last words when he told me he was a junkie, the pointed way he 
glared at Axl. Everything was making sense. The questions in my mind didn't stem from eager, naive curiosity 


anymore; now, they were consumed with the repetitive, wearisome throb of self-pity. 
Why me? 


| felt like someone had pulled out the carpet from underneath my feet, and after giving me just enough time 
to get used to my injuries, decided that in fact less wasn't more and pulled it right back out again. 


"You really should eat something," the nurse chastised me. "The doctor this morning insisted" She left the tray 
of food on the table, saying she'd be back later. | glanced disinterestedly at the meal - some kind of meat pie 
and mashed potatoes - and took a drink of water from the glass next to me. My mouth still felt dry. 


| tried to go to sleep. | tried to stay up and read a magazine. | even attempted to read the Bible that was in 
the bedside drawer next to me. | had trouble understanding some of the words, but | couldn't deny the simple, 
soothing poetry of the text. | don't think I've ever been religious, but as | flicked through the slightly crinkled 


pages, | came across a passage that made me pause. 


Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, "Lord, how many times shall | forgive my brother when he sins against me? 


Up to seven times? "Jesus answered, 'I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times." 


Damn. What about if said brother threw you off a balcony and caused you lifetime impairment? And what if 
you had another brother that conveniently omitted his involvement in you being fired from your band, making 


you think it was all the previous brother's fault? 
| stuffed the Bible back into the drawer and pulled the covers over my head. Obviously, holy scripture didn't 
cater to the fucked-up needs of former rock star heroin junkies who only ever took the Lord's name in vain 


Or maybe it did, and | just wasn't enlightened enough to see the answers. 


Why won't they visit me? 


The smell of piss and booze colonised my nostrils as | trudged up the mouldy stairs leading up to our shitty 
apartment. | use the term ‘our’ loosely - Duff was living with his girlfriend most of the time now, Steven was 
in hospital and | hadn't seen Slash nor Axl in over a week, so I'd been on my own for a while. | didn't mind it, | 


was hardly home anyway, but | did find myself missing their unruly company sometimes, when it was quiet. 


It had been a decent night, business-wise. | still had some smack left over, but only enough for three or four 
hits, barely a couple of days’ worth. Yawning, | rubbed my eyes with the palm of one hand. It was that time of 
the day when it had stopped being ‘late night and morphed lethargically into ‘early morning, and | was looking 
forward to crashing out and sleeping for a good few hours. As | slid the keys into the lock and stepped into the 
apartment, musing over the pros and cons of skimming the last bit of dope for myself, my eyes found the 


corner of the room and | stopped in my tracks. 


He was sitting on the ledge next to the window, legs pulled up with his arms wrapped loosely around his knees, 
a cigarette in one hand. | noted the numerous butts discarded on the floor around him. He looked up at me and 


nodded. 

"Hey." 

"Hey," | responded, sliding my bag onto the floor and kicking the door shut behind me. | examined him, 
surreptitiously, as | kicked my shoes off and threw my jacket onto the flea-bitten couch Slash had found 
behind a dumpster. | couldn't make out too much of his features in the dark, but his hair looked clean and 
sleek, and he didn't smell, which meant that he had access to hot water. He had been looking skinnier for the 
last few weeks, his limbs wiry and the skin drawn tightly across his face, emphasising his sharp jaw and 
cheekbones. | concluded that he'd probably shacked up with some girl, staying only during the nights, and 
roaming the city or sitting around smoking during the day. 


| didn't show it, but inwardly | was tremendously relieved that he was back home. His extraordinary talent of 
landing himself in all kinds of shit had only gotten worse since he came to LA. 


"How is he?" Axl asked, fiddling with his lighter. 

| thought carefully before | answered. "He's coping.” 

Badly, 

He fixed me with that direct, intense stare he gave people when he wanted something. 
"Coping how?" 


| rolled my eyes. | should have known better than to try and play cagey with with Axl. | decided to give it to 


him straight; there wasn't any point in sugarcoating. 


"Well, he's upset. Obviously." 
"Slash got to him, didn't he." It wasn't a question. His voice was flat. 


"Slash told him what happened," | affirmed. "And.he got his memory of that night back. | think it's pretty 


accurate, from what he's said to me about it." 


Axl didn't respond, taking a drag of his cigarette and and watching the tip turn a brighter shade of scorching, 
angry crimson. | took the opportunity to go to the bathroom for my nightly fix, using my own stash and 
leaving the remaining merchandise in its bag in the living room. When | was done, Axl was still sitting by the 


window, smoking silently as | pulled out the mattress on the sofabed. 


"Well?" | said at last, making sure the bag next to me had all its contents before | settled more comfortably 


onto my nest. 
He looked at me. "What?" 
"Aren't you gonna go on one of your Twain Wrecks?" 


That was the term Slash had assigned to the convoluted rambles Axl went on when he was so inclined. Much 
like a Mark Twain novel, these streams of consciousness were amusing, but painfully, unbearably long. The 


term had become a running gag between the five of us. 
Axl exhaled a stream of smoke and shook his head slowly. "Nope." 
| raised an eyebrow. "Really?" 


That was a red flag, and | knew it. Axl ranting was like the wind blowing - it was practically a rule of nature, 

and when nature doesn't behave naturally, something was very wrong. And that was indeed the case; he never 
ranted when he climbed through my window during those hazy Indiana nights, covering his bruises with clothes 
and his miserable shame with a fearful, distrusting cloak of silence. He didn't rant when it mattered. He ranted 
afterwards, when the pain wasn't so raw, when he could hide behind a cocky pretence of bravado, but when he 
was truly, deeply hurting, Axl was either destroying everything around him, or he was completely silent. There 


was no in between 


However, | wasn't in the mood to sit around teasing information out of him tonight. | decided to let him brood 


for a while, and we would talk when he was ready. However long that took. 


"Well, OK. Try and get some sleep." | turned around, pulled the blanket over my shoulders and closed my eyes. 


Something woke me up. | couldn't explain it; the room was silent, dark, just as it had been when | fell asleep. 


But, for some obscure reason, | was awake. | glanced over at Axl. There were even more cigarette butts 


littered in the floor around him, and as | looked closer, | noticed they all looked half-smoked or less, the long, 
slim bodies crumpled slightly. Axl was leaning forward, his back rigid, his whole body tensed. His forearm was 
extended out in front of him, and his other hand was doing something near the inner elbow, but | couldn't quite 
see what. | squinted, seeing that his eyes were closed tightly, seeing his hand push down. He inhaled sharply, his 
features twitching in a fleeting grimace, shoulders hunching even tighter. 


| closed my eyes. It seemed | had a wonderful habit of getting my friends hooked on dope: first Slash, now Ax. 


Some friend | was. 


"Don't do too much," | said thickly, pressing the bridge of my nose between two fingers. his reply, if any, was 
silent, and | opened my eyes to glare at the bag by my head. 


It was unopened. 


Well, at least he hadn't gone for the shit | was selling. I'd rather he used my stash from the bathroom than 
my supply from the cartel. | hadn't heard him move, but Axl could be a quiet motherfucker when he wanted 
to be. | shifted my gaze to him, watching him light another cigarette, his hands shaking slightly. He wouldn't 
sleep tonight, | was sure of it; he'd stay up until morning, chain smoking and thinking of Steven and feeling like 
shit. The cherry-tip of his cigarette glowed brightly in the dark, and as | watched it burning with wispy, silver- 
grey mist, | found myself thinking of how it had been before, between the five of us, and how it would never 


be like that again Too much had happened, too many ugly feelings, uglier exchanges, lives ruined. 


Axl was destroyed during Steven's coma. | knew it, | felt it, and | knew Duff felt it too. Slash, on the other 
hand, felt nothing but his own grief and his own guilt. He made Axl the target of his blame and loathing, not 


realising that no matter how much he stormed and raged, he could never rival Axl's own hatred for himself. 


| watched him now as he smoked, the cigarette held tightly between his knuckles, his other arm still held 
stiffly in front of his body. | watched the tip as it flouresced in the dark, blazing with angry red heat. | 
watched, my mouth falling open, as he drove that tip down in a single, arching swoop, and stubbed it out 


against the inside of his forearm. 


Comfortably Numb 


Author's Notes: 
So | wrote all of this kind of in one go because | couldn't tear myself away. | thought about leaving it till 
tomorrow to post, but fuck it, I'm weak and | need your feedback 


"Axl, what the fuck!" 


| pushed myself off the couch and shot to his side, yanking the hand with the cigarette away from his arm. He 
didn't struggle, his body going limp against the wall as | grabbed his wrists and stared in horror at what he'd 


done. 


The pale skin from his inner elbow up to his wrist on both arms was covered with small, vivid red circles, 
glistening wetly, a small dot of black in the centre where the flesh had charred to a crisp. The raw pink tissue 
on the edge of each wound gave way to ragged flaps of papery skin that had been singed into an ugly shade of 
greenish-black. | could see small beads of a viscous, dirty yellow pus starting to ooze out. There were at least 
half a dozen of them on each arm, and some of them looked fresher than the others, the redness of the 


injured tissue glowing with a more offensive, obnoxious shade of scarlet. If visceral anguish was a colour, this 


would be it. 


| imagined him smoking cigarette after cigarette, stabbing them all into his skin, grinding them aggressively 
deeper into his flesh while | lay sleeping only a few feet away from him. | felt sick to my stomach. 


"Ax, we need to get some cold water on these," | said hoarsely. He shook his head, trying to pull his arms 


away. | clung on, and he hissed in pain. 
"Get off me, Izzy." 
"For God's sake, get up!" | tried to pull harder, but he resisted. 


"You need to..fuck, man, these look like, what, second degree? Third degree?" | could hear the hysteria in my 


Tone. 
My eyes found the wounds again, and | swallowed the bile that had rushed to the back of my throat. 
| should have expected this. | shouldn't have just left him awake. 


"Dammit, Axl," | whispered, sitting back on my heels and rubbing my face with both hands. "You crazy fuckin’ 
bastard, what is wrong with you?" 


It wasn't so much a question as a frustrated expression of defeat. | knew exactly what was wrong with him, 


and | should have known he would do something like this. 

Ezy, you stupid fuck 

The corners of his eyes were crinkled slightly in pain, lips pressed together in a thin line. 
"Stop looking at me like that," he murmured. 


| realised | was staring at him, sitting there so calmly, his eyes half closed, looking for all the world like he 


hadn't just used his body as an ashtray. | couldn't take it anymore. 


"Look at yourselfl" | growled, and | snatched at his wrist and twisted it up, holding the injured arm inches from 
his face, ignoring the way his features contorted in agony. "Look what you did! Is this what you want?" 


| shook his arm, and he recoiled. 

"Does it make you feel good? Does it help?" My voice was rough as | glared at him, breathing heavily, my 
heart beating agitatedly in my mouth. God, | wanted to slap some sense into him so badly, spur some anger 
into that lifeless form, see his eyes spark with that familiar, natural rage. Seeing him now, his face a blank 
mask, it scared me. It wasn't right. 

"Does it help, Axl?" | repeated the question, my chest feeling ragged. 

His eyes focused slowly onto mine. "Nothing helps, Izzy." 

| let go of his arm, and he let it thud heavily down onto the floor. 

"Nothing helps." | barely heard the broken whisper. 

"Just promise me you won't do it anymore," | said shakily. 

He didn't reply. 

"Axl!" 

"I can't. | can't" His lips hardly moved, and his eyelids had fluttered closed, his breathing shallow, his body 
slumped helplessly against the wall. | had seen so many others in exactly this position, the position that was 
ubiquitous to people like me. 


He looks lke a junkie. 


| got up, legs shaking, and went to look for something to put on his arms. As | bustled around the kitchen, | 


tried to breathe slowly, to calm myself down Finding a towel, | used the kitchen tap to soak it in cold water. 
"I should have told him, Izzy," | heard Axl say quietly. "| shouldn't have let Slash.." His voice trailed off. 


| finished soaking the towel and returned to him, placing it gently over one arm. He bit his lip and turned his 


head away, and | lingered, looking anxiously at the other arm. 

"Axl, you might need a hospital." 

"I didn't mean for this to happen, man," he blurted, not hearing me. "Any of this. God, I'm not even mad at 
Slash, you know? | just." His voice caught in his throat. "I deserve it, | deserve to have him hate me. But | 
never wanted to hurt Steven" He shook his head, his breath coming in quiet sobs. "Not like that. Never like 
that." 


| lowered myself into a sitting position on the floor next to him. "I know." 


One of Axl's hands bunched into a fist and he wiped it jerkily across his cheek "I tried to do something good, 


l2z," he choked. "But | can‘t..| can't make it better. | can't ever make him better." 
My arm curled around his shoulders as they shook. 


"What am | gonna do?" he croaked, turning to me, his wide eyes desperate and pleading, the tears sliding down 
his cheeks. "Izzy, what the hell am | gonna do?" 


| took a deep breath. "Visit him," | said softly. 


He turned away. | put one hand on his shoulder and moved the towel onto his other arm, noticing the faded 


little spots of red that had adsorbed onto the material. Axl didn't even look at it. 

"| can't visit him." 

"Yeah, you can He misses you." 

"Bullshit," he dismissed me. "You're just saying that" 

"lm not. And | can prove it, too." 

He snorted in response, and angrily wiped more tears from his cheeks. | hesitated, wondering if telling him this 
was the best idea. But it was the truth. | figured it was time that we had more of that stuff to go around. | 


was sick of this pervasive sense of dormant secrecy that had been hanging over us for weeks. 


"Duff and | stayed with him a lot recently, and sometimes we find him sleeping." | looked him straight in the 


eye. "He says your name in his sleep, Axl." 


Squirming, keeping his head turned away from me, he fiddled with the rags on his arms. "That doesn't mean 
anything. For all you know he's dreaming that he's kicking my ass." 


Shrugging, | brushed a lock of hair out of my eyes. "Or, maybe he just misses your crazy ass, and is a little 
upset that you trashed his room and fucked off for two weeks.” 


His head twitched and his jaw tightened slightly. "And that | pushed him off a fucking balcony. Remember that 
little detail, 122?" 


Axl, ever the blunt motherfucker. | sighed, and inclined my head. "Yeah, that too." 


He stared angrily into space and tried to gather his knees in his arms, then flinched, and instead braced his 
hands against the floor. The towel fell off, exposing the wounds again. | looked away. 


"You really should get someone to look at that," | informed him. 


He glanced at me, then looked down at his arms, as if he was seeing them for the first time. Extending his 
forearms out in front of him, Axl examined the damage, taking in the gaping, maroon spheres blistering against 
his white skin, and his face seemed to relax into an odd expression of rueful satisfaction. 


| shivered. 


So, One Night Stand 4#ll had thrown me out onto the street at two in the morning with nothing more than the 
clothes on my back and the bottle of J.D I'd managed to snag from the kitchen before she barrelled me out 


the front door. | could still hear her irritating little voice screeching into my ear. 


"Christ, Slash, you completely blocked up my toilet with all your fuckin’ nasty-ass puke!" she'd yelled, snatching 


the pillow out from under my head. "How am | supposed to go to the bathroom?" 


Apparently asking her why she was too good to pee in the kitchen sink was the wrong answer, because she'd 
promptly kicked me out. As | sprawled on the sidewalk, drinking my dinner, seriously considering sleeping on the 
street for a night, | watched the people as they walked past, talking, laughing, shouting. This place really came 
dive at night, and that was one of my favourite things about the Strip - how vibrant it was, how people from 
all over the world came together in an unholy, unofficial congregation, all worshipping the same God - fortune 


and fame. 
Tonight, though, they all just pissed me off. 


| drank. | hiccuped. | searched for a particularly irritating pedestrian to chuck my empty bottle at when | heard 


a familiar voice. 


"Slash?" 
| titted my head up and squinted. "Hey, Duff” 
| guessed he'd just come off his shift, because he had a bit of flour stuck to one cheek. He peered at me. 


"Hey. Stupid question: why are you lying on the sidewalk with puke stains in your shirt and smelling of ass at 
two thirty-five in the morning?" 


"My latest fuckbuddy threw me out," | explained. "And | don't smell of ass, Duff. Fuck you." 


Shaking his head, his hands on his knees as he leaned forward, he raised an eyebrow. "You kind of do, man. Did 
you throw up?" 


He didn't wait for a reply. 
"C'mon, l'm taking you home." 


"Home?" A bark of laughter bursts through my lips. "Some fuckin’ home. Where am | gonna sleep? | pissed all 


over my mattress." 


"So flip it to the other side." He dragged me to my feet and | stumbled against him, the bottle slipping through 


my fingers and crashing onto the ground. 
"That was the other side." 
He had slung my arm around his neck and was supporting me as we made our way through the the streets. 


"Well, it's either that or the gutter with the hobos, dude. Anyway, you've slept on piss-stained mattresses 
before, what's the big deal?" 


| thought about it, and he was right. Relatively speaking, what was so bad about a piss-stained bed? In a way, 
in the Edgar Allen Poe sense of things, I'd been sleeping - hell, wallowing - in my own filth for weeks now, ever 


since Steven - 
Anyway. My point was it didn't matter. It was spit in the fuckin’ ocean 


| let Duff practically carry me back to the apartment, up the stairs, and round the corner to our door. | 
wondered what Izzy would say when he saw me. He'd probably be angry, maybe little relieved, or maybe he'd 
say nothing at all. | never really understood Izzy. | never could figure him out, could never quite guess how 
he'd react to anything, what emotions he hid behind those flinty brown eyes. Swallowing, | wondered if he'd be 


mad at me. 


Probably, 

One thing | knew about Izzy was that he had a strong sense of justice. Maybe his idea of justice and mine 
didn't quite gel, but he was a dude who stuck to his principles and I'm pretty sure exposing his childhood best 
friend for the deceiving cunt he is fell pretty directly under his idea of wrong 


Wiping my nose with the back of my hand as | waited for him to open the door, | told myself | didn't care. | 
could give a fuck if Izzy Stradlin liked me or not. He could shove his twisted opinions up his - 


The door creaked open. He stood there, all bloodshot eyes and thin lips, and the only indication of any surprise 


was an almost imperceptible raise of the eyebrows. 
"Izz, hey." Duff glanced at me, and | realised | was still leaning against him. "Look what | found." 
"Sup, Izzy?" | blustered. 


Izzy's eyes slid back to Duff as he stood aside to let us in, and his voice was tinged with wry amusement 


when he spoke. 
"This place is certainly regaining some popularity tonight." 


Wondering what he was on about, my gaze fell onto the huddled figure in the corner of the room by the 
window, and | promptly tripped over the coffee table. 


"Oh, hell, no," | stuttered, picking myself up and whirling around, making for the door. "No way. I'm outta here." 
| crashed into Duff, who stood there like a big blond traffic cone, blocking my exit. Tall bastard. 
"Just sit the fuck down, Slash, Izzy snapped, sounding exasperated. 


| blinked, then plonked myself into the couch and folded my arms. | glowered at the asshole by the window as 
he stared quite unabashedly back at me. 


"What are you doing here?" | snarled. 


"| live here," he responded mildly. Midly. Axl Rose. | looked for something to throw at him, the deceitful, sneaky 
little bastard. Who the fuck did he think he was fooling, going around with this passive act of - 


| groped for the right word. Niceness? Normality? 


"Why can't you just go back to being an asshole so | can hate you in peace?" | screamed, grabbing Izzy's bag 


and hurling it at his head. It bounced off the wall and landed near his feet. 


"Would that make you feel better?" he asked me dully. 

You have got to be kidding me. 

He flicked his hair out of his face and looked at me, waiting. 

"I - "My mouth worked. "L.fuck youl Yes! Yes, it fuckin’ would!" 


"Fine." He was suddenly on his feet, his fists clenched loosely at his sides. | stared as he strode across the 
room and squared up to me, seeing the way his face had morphed into that hostile, derisive sneer | knew so 


well. 
"C'mon, then, you fuckin’ jag-off sonofabitch. Hit me." 


| had gotten to my feet, but | just stood there, kind of in shock at the sudden metamorphosis. This was the 
Axl | knew, the pugnacious, crazy prick who went around picking fights and talking shit, but somehow it didn't 
feel right. | could see his eyes, inches from my own, glinting with the familiar challenging aggression, but there 


something else in there. 
Excitement. 


| barely had time to register the thought, before he slugged me across the jaw. | felt my teeth clack, and my 
head jerked to the side. 


"| said Ait me, you pussy-ass motherfucker! Or are you all talk and no action?" | heard the jeering laugh in his 
voice. He was still laughing when | turned and rammed my fist into his mouth, feeling my rings crack against 
his teeth. | grabbed his shirt and punched him again, this time on the nose, feeling the bottled-up rage and 


bitterness and hatred boil over, and | was snarling as | threw him against the wall. 


“That's it," he panted, watching as | advanced on him, my muscles tensed. "Let it all out." He smiled at me, a 


shark-like, terrible smile, his teeth bloody. 


"Fuck youl" | was on him again, and | had lost all control of my body. | kicked. | punched. | relished the cracks as 
| pounded at his face, relished the thuds of my fists as they barrelled into his stomach, relished the blood as 
it splattered onto my skin. And as | heard the groaning rasp of his clothes tearing, | relished that, too. 


He was on the floor, and | was on top of him, one hand clamped around his throat, the hacking, wet splutter of 
his breathing ringing in my ears. | grabbed a clump of his hair and slammed his head against the floor, my 
arm shuddering with the force of the contact. | remembered the sickening crack of Steven's broken body 


hitting the concrete. 


‘Fight back!" | screamed at him, rearing back and crashing my fist against his face, feeling the broken bones 
crunching underneath the skin and the slick, warm wetness of blood on my hand. "Why won't you fight back, 


you fucking asshole? Why?" 


The thin material of his shirt felt flimsy and weak in my grip, and | jerked my arms back, roughly pulling his 
shoulders and head slightly above the floor, shaking him, hearing his teeth clack. 


"Because," he hissed, looking at me with the eye that wasn't starting to swell shut, his mouth twisted into a 
grimace of either pain or derision - it could be both, and | found myself wondering if that derision was for 
himself as much as it was for me. "Because..we need this." 


My grip slackened for a split second, and then | hit him with the back of my hand, feeling my rings dig 
painfully into my fingers at the contact. 


"This is for Steven," | growled, forcing him to look at me, grabbing his chin. He just looked back at me, and his 
lips stretched, the cuts widening and welling with fresh blood, and something in my veins sizzled when | heard 
the breathy, gasping chuckle. 


"Yeah?" he whispered. 


| let go of his shirt and stood, shaking, and then | kicked him in the ribs, grunting with the force of the effort. 
| kicked him again, my boot cushioned by the flesh of his stomach. | thought of all the soft, vulnerable organs 
in there, sloshing and shuddering with my blows, and | was shaking as Izzy and Duff dragged me off Axl's limp 
body, Izzy's coarse voice telling me enough was enough, because Axl was right. This wasn't just for Steven, | 
wasn't just trying to even up the playing field of physical injury. Nothing that noble. 


When Axl threw Steven from that balcony, he'd taken more than Steven's mobility. He took him from me. He 
took Steven, my best friend, away from me when he stayed with him and played Florence Nightingale, reducing 
me in Steven's eyes to a cantankerous, self-absorbed drunk. He took everything | thought | knew about my 
values and behaviours and turned me into a bitter, twisted version of himself. And he took my sense of 
guiltlessness, too, and | think that was the worst part. Sure, | hadn't thrown Steven off the roof myself. But | 
didn't try to protect him. | didn't try to fight for his place in the band. And when he was lying in the hospital, | 
let Axl take care of him while | pumped myself full of whiskey and heroin and loathing. 


| couldn't blame Axl for those things, and that was what made me hate him the most. 


He sat up, painfully, Izzy by his side, his breathing a laboured rasp. He tilted his head back for a moment, his 


eyes closed, grimacing as he swallowed a mouthful of blood. Then he faced forward again and looked at me. 
"Feel better?" His voice was muffled, quiet. 


It was funny. All I'd wanted to do since that fateful night on the balcony was beat W. Axl Rose to a pulp. And 
here | was, covered in his blood, the feel of his flesh still under my knuckles, my exerted muscles shaking 
from the damage I'd inflicted on him. 


But somehow, he'd managed to take all the fun out of it. 


Hey You 


The morphine dripped slowly, rhythmically, through a translucent tube into my arm. | traced the tube with my 
finger, feeling the smooth coolness of the plastic, with its springy elasticity and wiry strength. 


Pull the belt with your teeth, tighten it around your arm. 
Tap on the vein, see the thin blue-green line beneath the skin 
Target acquired. 


Slide the needle in, ignore the slight prick of pain Push down on the syringe, watch as the pale gold liquid disappears 


into your arm. 
Drift away. Forget 


The morphine drip seemed to be mocking me, the shiny, colourless liquid in the plastic bag above my head 


twinkling flirtatiously, just out of my reach. 


"Were going to start weaning you off the analgesics now, Steven. HI be reducing the dose slightly, and HI continue to 
do that over the course of the next few months, slowly, so your body can get used To if." 


"Get used to what? The pain?" 


‘Get used fo not being pumped with painkillers every hour. Its not good for you in the long term, Steven, 
particularly considering your history." 


"Will it hurt a lot?" 
"You will feel some pain, yes, that's natural But | won't be reducing your dose by too much Your body will adjust." 


My body had been adjusting for what felt like weeks. Feeling like someone was twisting a samurai sword into 
your lower back isn't exactly a barrel of laughs. It hurt. And my head hurt, and my eyes and ears kept leaking 
and | had to keep wiping them, and sometimes | couldn't distinguish between the clear, thin fluid and the tears. | 
realised I'd never really let myself dwell for too long on the fact that | was an invalid, maimed for life, crippled 
- I'd never really had the opportunity to. Axl or one of the guys were always there by my side to take my 
mind off things. Now, being alone with nothing to do, | had finally allowed myself to really think about what my 


life would be like from now on. 


"The broken bone in your back should fake at least five more months to heal completely, and your skull fracture 
will take about seven more months | want to keep you here for as long as possible, to really make sure everything 


heals properly so we can reduce any long-term damage due to complications." 


My voice was a squeak. "Youre keeping me here for another seven months?" 


‘No, no. | would say four months, maybe five, because your back injury is likely fo need monitoring Your skull will 


heal on its own, and the risk of any complications there is minimal, but your back.." 


| want to ask a question, and I lick my lps nervously, cringing even as the sentence escapes my mouth, because it 


sounds like such a cliché, such a cheesy line from a bad ER show. "Wil | ever walk again?" 


The doctor pauses and gives me a long look. "Steven, we've talked about this. You suffered some serious, 


n 


irreversible nerve damage - 
‘OK, OK" I turn my head away, trying not to cry. 


After the doctor left, | finally let loose, because only then did the full extent of my situation hit me, when | 
was by myself. | grieved for the loss of my lower body. | grieved for the sensations of walking, running, even 
the simple act of standing, that | would never experience. And | grieved for the memories I'd lost, for the 
person | used to be, because | couldn't even remember him. All that was left of Steven, the real Steven, were 
a few stories taken from people who knew me, or used to know me, and those stories would slowly distort, and 


eventually fade, as time went on. And Steven would fade with them. 

A song, a creepy, slow, psychedelic head-trip of an experience, was slowly surfacing in my mind. | remembered 
it because it had been on the radio once, when | was too high to get up and change the station, so I'd just sat 
there, in my drug-induced stupor, listening, seeing images of sapphire-blue skies and shooting beams of 
phosphorescent lights and distant galaxies twinkling with stars. 

"Hey, you." 

| started singing, my voice a throaty whisper. 

‘Out there in the cold, getting lonely, getting old, can you feel me?" 

Five more months of this, of lying here in this hospital bed, surrounded by white. | hated that fucking colour. | 
was sick of it. | missed the vivid green of trees and grass in the summer, the shiny, sleek black of leather, the 
bright blue of a crisp spring sky. | missed the pulsating, synthetic pink and orange of cheap quality strip club 
lighting, the burnt yellow of greasy fries from the diner. The soothing, warm brown of my drumsticks. 


| cleared my throat. 


"Hey, you.. 
Standing in the aisles, with itchy feet and fading smiles, can you feel me?" 


The nurse had just left a couple of minutes ago. | asked her how long it had been since Duff and Izzy were 


here. 
"Two days," she told me. 


Two days. Two days of squirming around the bed trying to escape the burning in my back, the beating migraine 
in my head, of staring at the clock and sleeping. Two days. What fraction was that out of five months? 


| was staring at the needle where it pierced my skin 


‘Hey, youl Dont help them to bury the light. 
Dont give in without a tight." 


| reached over and yanked it out. A small pin-drop of blood formed on my inner elbow. Dark red. | stared 
hungrily at it, drinking in the colour, dropping the needle onto my lap and touching my finger to the bulb of 
rich crimson, | sang, the words coming easily, my voice shaking slightly as | tried to carry the tune as quietly 


as | could 

‘Hey, youl With your ear against the wall, waiting for someone to call out, would you touch me?" 

| was playing with the tube, tying and retying, knotting and unknotting. | wondered what the guys were doing. 
‘Open your heart, Im coming home." 


The guitar solo played its lazily introspective, fearfully despairing tune in my head. Raising my hands, | bit a 

length of the plastic tubing and held it in my mouth, running my tongue over the glossy material. | bit down 
harder, and the thin cylindrical shape bent slightly in response. It was made to bend, not break. It didn't taste 
of anything. 


| chewed, and | could feel the tubing crumple slightly under my teeth. As | chewed, | thought about how 


everyone had always told me | was this carefree, happy little puppy, always grinning, always bouncing about. 
‘And on the drums, the life of the motherfuckin’ party, Mr Steven Popcorn’ Adler!" 


| smiled onto the darkness, because it was suddenly night. That tended to happen sometimes, the abrupt 
passage of time surprising me. | tried to make myself feel angry again - that made time go by faster 
sometimes, during those long hours when | had cried so hard | got the hiccups, staring in frustration at my 
legs and punching, pinching, trying to feel something and failing, cursing the name of Axl Rose, cursing his 
stupid tattoos and his stupid red hair and his stupid deep voice asking me if | was OK, if | needed anything. Fuck 
him. Fuck that asshole. He destroyed me. He took my entire life and just fucked it up, in a split-second of time, 
like it was nothing. 


Fuck him. 


And yet. 


Didn't he stay with me for a month straight? Didn't he protect me from the nightmares, from the overly 
probing nurses, from the pain that - yeah, OK, the pain that was technically his fault, but still. Didn't | hear 
him crying at night, when he thought | was asleep, sniffling and gasping as | lay there stiffly, wishing | could 
help? 


Was that all just a fucking - Christ, was | his penance? Was that all the fuck | was to him? 


Or did he care about me as his friend? Hell, did any of them care? They weren't here, were they? God knows 


where they were. And | didn't care. Fuck them, fuck them all. 


‘But it was only a fantasy. 


The wall was too high, as you can see." 
| frowned, trying to remember the rest of the verse. 


"No matter how he tried he could not break free 


And the worms ate into his brain." 
Jeez, how depressing. Who wrote this shit? 


My fingers were still playing with the tubing. I'd managed to rip the end of it from the bag of morphine, 
disconnecting it, and some liquid seeped out onto the otherwise spotless floor. | pulled the plastic up, hooking it 
round the bars on my bed, tying more knots, marvelling at the dexterity of my fingers. | let the tubing that 


still rested in my mouth slide out, over my chin. It rested on my neck. 
‘Hey, youl Dont tell me there's no hope at alll" 


| heard my voice crack slightly. The dryness of my mouth and throat couldn't have been the most 
accommodating host for my vocal cords. | remembered how Axl always drank something - water, alcohol, even 


tea - both before a show and throughout, maintaining the limberness of that primal screech of his. 


| reached up and stroked the tubing, feeling the plastic still warm from my mouth sitting on my throat, around 
my neck. Sitting up slowly, | stared over the side of my bed at the floor, and looked at the knot I'd tied to the 
bars near my head. | tugged on it, gently at first then harder. It didn't give. 


Bend, not break. 


| took a deep breath. | remembered the last line of the song clearly, but | couldn't sing it. So | just said it in 
my head, the words echoing fleetingly in my ears as | shoved myself forward, toppling off the side of my bed, 
feeling the tubing taughten around my throat, under my jaw. 


My head hung a couple of inches off the floor. | blinked, seeing spots of bright colours dancing against the 
blackness. | smiled. God, how I'd missed those colours. 


The end of the song repeated itself in my mind, the urgent cry of the singer contrasting with the peaceful 


complacency | felt. 


Together we stand 
Divided we fall 


Where Do We Go Now? 
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So much for my big fairytale suicide. 


I'd dangled over the floor fairly uneventfully for a couple of minutes, the tubing digging painfully into my neck, 
seeing those bright spots expand and take over my vision | tried to wriggle, thinking that I'd maybe gotten the 
angle wrong, and that if | put pressure on the right place I'd manage to kill myself quicker. | could hear a 
thudding noise crescendoing in my ears, and my head seemed be getting heavier and heavier, and just when | 
was mentally preparing myself for it to explode, the mounting pressure gave way to a disorienting 


weightlessness. 
Well, at least it didn't hurt 


So, this was death. Slightly anticlimactic, but at least | was freed from the tubing. | tried to examine my 


surroundings, but my eyes were immediately assaulted by - 
White fucking light? 


This was a joke. For this, | had suffered through the world's clumsiest suicide. More whiteness. 


"Does Hell have a fuckin’ colour?" | groaned, screwing my knuckles into my eyes. 
"Hey, dude, are you OK?" A familiar voice, tinged with both curiosity and concern, echoed in my ears. 


| looked up, my hands jerking away from my face. | didn't recognise the guy standing near me, hands on his 


knees, bent forward, peering into my face. 

The fuck? 

"Where am |?" 

| sounded groggy. The dude straightened, shrugged. 

"Who knows?" 

Good start. 

| decided to try something else. 

"Who are you?" | asked. 

His eyes widened. "Really? Wow, man" 

A flash of irritation. "l'm not up to this right now, OK? Just tell me who you are." 

He seemed unperturbed, and he actually smiled at me, cocking his head slightly to the side. 

"C'mon, Stevie. Think” 

Oh, for fucks sake, fine. 

Squinting at him, | took in his features, trying to jog my memory. He was skinny, dressed in torn blue jeans and 
a sleeveless grey T-shirt with some band logo on it. He had blond hair, like Duff, but curlier, fluffier. His 
cornflower-blue eyes twinkled in merriment as he looked at me, waiting, and as my mouth fell open, he broke 
into a goofy, disarming smile. 

"You're. 

He laughed. "Go ahead, say it!" 


"You're mer” 


Chuckling, he dropped to the ground, crossed his legs, and wriggled close to me. "I know | look way better than 


you do right now, but damn, you'd think they didn't have mirrors in hospitals." 
| stared at him. 
"Am | dead?" 


Like a hyperactive toddler, he was rocking from side to side, hands clasping his shins, staring thoughtfully into 
space. He shook his head slowly, playfully, in response to my question 


"Nnnnnnope." He drew the syllable out. 

What? 

"Uh, yes, | am!" 

"Uh, no, you're not!" He mimicked my tone, a cheeky look of mirth in his eyes. 

Pressing a hand against my forehead, | took a deep breath."ls this happening in my head?" 

He stopped rocking and regarded me seriously. "Dude, don't start questioning this, or it all falls apart." 
| closed my mouth. "Right. Sorry." 

We stared at each other for a moment, and then he burst out laughing. 

"Man, you are so wound up! And you look like such a weirdo in your back brace." 


| wanted to be angry, but something about the way he said it, so innocuous and genuinely amused, made me 
smile a little despite myself. 


"Yeah, | guess | do." 

"What's it feel like?" He poked at it, and | wriggled away from him instinctively. 

"| don't know. | kind of got used to it." 

Why are we talking about my goddamn back brace? 

"What are you?" | burst out. "This isn't real, right? Whats going on?" 

Ím obviously imagining this. He's lke the old version of me, from before, he's a figment of my imagination - 


"You got it." 


"Huh?" 


Sweeping his arms in a grand ‘ta-dahl' gesture, he replied, "I'm a figment of your imagination A manifestation 


of your subconscious mind" He had adopted a bad English accent and a lofty, dramatic voice. "I'm a - ' 
"Wait. You can read my thoughts?" 

His arms dropped back into his lap. "Well, duh We're the same person" 

| frowned. "Then how come | can't read your thoughts?" 

He stuck out his tongue. "Because l'm awesome and you're not?" 

Giggling at the confusion on my face, he sprung to his feet and started strolling around. My eyes followed him 
as he shifted his weight from one foot to the other, his hands clenched into loose fists and drumming the air 
in front of him to some beat only he could hear, twisting and turning energetically, facing away from me. 

"So why did you do it?" he said suddenly as | stared at his back. 

"Do what? You just said | wasn't dead." 

"Not for lack of trying." 

My head spun. "So you're here to sfop me killing myself?" 

He whirled to face me, pointing a finger right in my face and emitting an offensively loud buzzing noise. 
"Wrong!" 

| was rubbing my ears. 


"How can | stop you? I'm not even real, remember?" He squatted in front of me. "And anyway, you've already 


hung yourself. Or tried to. Badly, by the way." 
My cheeks burned. "Shut up." 


He waved a careless hand. "Oh, l'm not judging you. My point is, at least in the physical sense, there's nothing | 
can do to save you. Whether you live or not depends on whether you want to, and my job is just to hang here 


and help you realise what your real choice is." 


| couldn't help but let out an incredulous snort. "And | guess trying to throttle myself with my IV didn't get 


the message through?" 


"Aw, c'mon, Stevie," he groaned. "That was bullshit, man. That was one of those cry-for-attention things. You 


don't really want to die." 


"Yes the fuck | did!" | burst out, and winced. | may as well have stomped my goddamn foot, that's how childish- 


asshole | sounded. 


The dude raised his eyebrows. "All right then smartass, if you really wanted to kill yourself, why am / here? 
Why aren't you just dead? Riddle me that!" 


"Fuck knows! | didn't ask you To be herel" 


"Ask?" Chortling, he reached over and ruffled my hair. "Oh, Stevie. What happened to you? What happened to 


believing in magic?" 

My jaw was hanging open 

lm crazy. 

Thats it, its finally happened Ive cracked Ive lost it. Im nutter than a squirrel shit 

"Whoa, dude. Slow down. You're not any crazier than you always were." 

| looked slowly up at him. "I am hterally talking to myself" | sounded hoarse. 

Leaning back until he was sitting on the floor, he drew his knees up and faced me. 

"Get it together, Stevie. Stop being such a wuss. Let's get to the important stuff." 

"What important stuff?" 

"Oh, | don't know. Your life?" 

| scratched my head and squeezed my eyes shut, trying to think. "So | can just..decide if | want to live or die?" 
Putting his head to one side, he clucked his tongue. "Kind of.” 

| waited for him to continue, but he didn't, he just sat there, a faint smile on his face, examining me. 
"And | suppose you're here to convince me to choose life." | broke the silence. 


His smile widened. "Well, yeah Death sucks. Why would anyone want to die?" 


The last few weeks ran through my mind like a sped-up movie reel. He grimaced. 

"Touché." But a second later, the smile was back. "On the bright side, at least you get a wheelchair" 

k ths guy for real? 

"Do you know what the phrase bright side actually means?" 

He blinked at me. "When did you develop a sense of sarcasm?" 

"Well, you know, I've had a lot of spare time to really refine it" | sounded slightly hysterical. 

"Oh, my God!" He was crying with laughter. "Izzy really rubbed off on you, huh?" 

Shifting, | scratched the back of my neck "Not really. | haven't spent a lot of quality time with him. Look, | - * 
"No?" Steven - the other Steven - leaned forward. "Who have you spent a lot of time with, then?" 

| swallowed. For the first time, | wondered if this Steven had all the memories | was missing, memories of my 


relationships, and the band, and pretty much everything else that had happened to me before..well, this. He was 
still standing there expectantly, his eyes wide, waiting for an answer. 


"Um. Axl." 
Surprise flooded his features, his blue eyes practically popping out of his skull. "Axl? Axl Rose?” 
"How many Axls do you know?" | fired back. 


"Jesus!" He was laughing again. This guy laughed a lot. "There's a turn-out for the books! What are things like 
now, with him?" 


It was great, actually, until | found out he threw me off a balcony." 
"Ah. That soured the relationship." 
"You could say that." 


He shrugged. "Well, I'll tell you something about Axl. He's a pain in the ass, and he's really hard to get along 
with." 


| stared at him, waiting, and he stared back, saying nothing. A few moments passed, before | decided to give 


him a nudge. 


"And..2" 


Throwing up his hands and raising his eyebrows, he responded. "And nothing, man. There's a reason his name 


rhymes with asshole, you know?" 

| exhaled "Come on, he can't be that bad" 

"Oh, he's bad. Trust me." He was still smiling, the mirth glinting mischievously in his eyes. 

"He stayed with me for over a month!" 

"The first week you knew him, he kicked you in the balls." 

That made me pause. "What?" 

"| can't even remember why." 

As | squirmed under Steven's 

(my) 

amused gaze, | realised that | was actually looking for an excuse. Looking for a reason to defend Axl. 


Its his fault you're here, isn't it?" Steven went on. "And l'm the one who remembers what he was really like. 


Trust me, he's an asshole." 


"Yeah?" My temper was flaring. "Well, | remember what he was like when | was sick and scared and unable to 


do jack shit. He helped me. He was there." 

"Right." Steven sighed. "And where is he now?" 

"| _u 

Yeah, where is he now? h fact, where is everyone? All four of your so-called friends, where are they? 


"They care," | said stubbornly. "It's only been a couple of days. I'll ask them when they get back, but I'm not 


gonna sit here and assume they hate me because you think they're assholes." 
"What about Slash? He lied to you." 
What is this guy trying to pull? 


"He didn't lie, he just.he kind of omitted the truth a little." 


"And he also acted like an asshole to you." 


"Why are you trying to make me hate him?" | said angrily. "Fuck you. | don't care what you think. He's not 
perfect, none of them are, but they're all | have, OK? They're all | have!" 


My voice was practically a shout, my words tumbling out in a defensive haste. | made a conscious effort to 
calm myself. "They're my friends," | said, more quietly. "They're shitty people, | guess, but they're my shitty 
people. And you're not taking that away from me." 

He regarded me for a second, then clapped his hands in delight, making me jolt slightly. 

"That's step one!" 

| frowned, confused. "What?" 

As | took in the devious, satisfied expression on his face, my mouth fell open. 

"Hey, wait a minute. Was this all some reverse-psychology schtick to get me to - 2" 

"A phantom of the mind never reveals his secrets," he responded, tapping the side of his nose. "Now for step 
two." He got up, placed his hands on his hips and looked down his nose at me, a faux expression of stern 


authority on his face. 


‘lam very disappointed in your attitude, young man" He was speaking in a Midwestern twang, his voice slightly 
deeper, his eyebrow furrowed together. 


"You - you are?" 


"Yes! You've been acting like a thoroughly miserable bastard. It's quite frankly disgraceful, and | won't stand for 
it! l'm putting my foot down!" 


He slammed his foot onto the floor, and | jumped, making him dissolve into a fit of giggles. | stared at him as 
he clutched his stomach and gasped for breath. 


"Man, you are just too easy. Lighten the fuck up!" 
OK, now this guy was really starting to irritate me. 
"There's always a bright side. You should know that.” 


| snorted. "Right. Like the wheelchair." 


"Damn, man!" He shook his head, giving me a perplexed look. "Seeing the silver lining, being the positive one, the 


happy-go-lucky goofball.that was, like, your thing" 


Staring earnestly at me, he waggled his eyebrows to emphasise his point. "You know, like Duff's thing is the 
punk-rock, and Izzy's thing is the cool-cat gypsy boy - " 


"So you remember them? You remember the stuff that | don't?" | interrupted. 
He paused, one hand in the air, his gaze now watchful. 


"You do, don't you?" | was becoming excited. "Can you tell me? Or, you know, give me my memories back? 


However this works." 

Scratching his cheek, he shrugged. "I can't just give them to you. | can tell you some stuff, | guess." 
Eagerly, | leaned forward. "Well, come on, then!" 

He frowned. "How did we get here? | was trying to talk to you about your attitude!" 

Emitting a frustrated groan, | threw my hands into the air. "Dude!" 


"Listen to me, Stevie," he said, suddenly serious. "Remember earlier when you were being all morbid and shit, 


thinking about how ‘Steven," he made quote marks in the air, "would fade and disappear?" 
"Uh, yeah?" 


He came and sat close to me, looking deeply into my eyes, all the humour gone. "That's because you're letting it 
happen. You're letting all this shit get to you and change you. And if you're not careful, you'll just become 
Steven the depressed, sorry-ass paraplegic who failed at killing himself that one time." He paused. "Unless you 
still want to die, in which case you'll just be..you know. Dead" 


My heartbeat quickened in alarm at the word, pumping blood around my body with panicked aggression. 


"But what am | meant to do?" | heard the helplessness in my voice. "I tried to be positive at first. | really did! 
But - then, things just." | struggled to explain myself. 


"I know, man, | get it. Same person, remember?" The smile was back, gentle this time. "When you found out 
what really happened, it threw you. The dynamic changed. Axl wasn't there anymore, Slash was an angsty bag 
of issues, and the others just weren't enough, not by themselves. And being alone really made you think deeply 
about this whole disability thing, and you managed to depress the crap out of yourself with no one to tell you 
it's OK" 


| was nodding breathlessly. "Exactly..." 


Sighing, tilted his head and fixes with a kind, crinkly-eyed gaze. "I get it, Stevie. It sucks. It sucks major donkey 
balls." 


| chuckled slightly. 
"But you're letting it win, Stevie, and you can't do that. You have to fight.” 
"How?" 


He grinned. "Think of all the cool stuff. Like the fact that you're not a junkie anymore. Do you realise how huge 
that is?" He held out his arms. "Look, man. Look at this shit." 


| stared at the track marks, the ugly blue-brown stains that stood out against his pale skin. Little punctures 
were littered around the inside of his elbow, scabby rust-coloured spots with longer scars where he'd dragged 
the needle around, searching for a vein, scraping abrasively at the skin. 


Jesus fuck. 


"I know." He pulled his arms back, wrapping them around his knees. "Being a junkie isn't fun. You're fuckin’ lucky 


that you were conked out during the withdrawal thing, that really sucks." 

| thought of the fiery conviction flinting from Axl's eyes as he told me | wasn't a heroin addict. 

| swallowed. 

"Would | have died?" | whispered. 

"From the heroin?" He considered it. "I don't know. | mean, you could have. But the more immediate risk was 
being kicked out of the band, and that - " he sat up straight " - brings me to my next point. You were in the 
process of being fired before, right? Now that you're not a junkie..” 

He tilted his head, gesticulating with his hands, his voice becoming sheepish. 

"Maybe being thrown off that balcony kinda sorta saved your career." 

| blinked at him and burst out laughing. "I think you might be stretching it just a little bit there, dude." 


‘Its true, though!" 


"Is it? Can | play now?" | challenged him. "Because | can't remember how to drum, and even if | did, | can't move 


my legs, so how am | meant to work the bass pedal?" 


He rolled his eyes. "OK, fine. You can still drum with your arms, though - " 
"And sound like shit." 


"Whatever! Look, there's a difference between being fired from the band because you're a drug addict, and 


between being unable to play because you're paralysed." 

"Paraplegic." 

"Para-suck-my-dick." He stuck out his tongue. 

| tried to remain straight-faced, but my lips twitched as he waggled his tongue around, crossing his eyes. 
"Stop that." 

He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "This way, you're not known as the guy who was too strung out 
for Guns N' freakin’ Roses. And you get to keep your friendship with the guys. Trust me, things would have 
gotten ugly." 

"So you're a psychic now too." 

"No, just exceptionally far-sighted." 


"And also imaginary." 


"See, that's exactly what I'm talking about!" He pointed at me. "You're being a bummer all the time. That needs 
to stop." 


It was my turn to laugh at him. "Now who's the one who's wound up?" 
He frowned at me, then his face relaxed as he realised | was screwing with him. "Well played, Adler." 


For a minute or two, neither of us spoke. We just stared at each other, identical faint smiles flittering on our 


faces, lost in the hazy rabbit-hole of our thoughts. 
"You know, | just thought of another good thing," Steven said pensively, after a while. 
| humoured him. "Yeah?" 


"This whole thing situation's kind of forced you guys to confront a bunch of ugly truths about yourselves and 
each other. Maybe in the long run, thatll be a good thing. Like a bonding experience-type situation” 


Chewing my lip, | considered the theory. 


"You think so?" 


"Sure, why not?" Jutting his chin out at me, his eyes twinkling with humour, he looked the very picture of 
childlike optimism. 


| sighed. "You're a regular ray of sunshine." 

He laughed. "No, you are. Don't forget that, Stevie." 

Standing up, he shoved his hands into his back pockets. "So, what'll it be?" 
Rattles. 

Shouting 

A crash 

"Steven!" 

‘Stop shaking him, you fuckin idiot!" 

‘Steven! Fuck, man, please, please don't be dead - " 

"Goddammit, Slash, stop fucking shaking him!" 


The noises and voices came out of nowhere, sounding faint. | looked up at Steven, confused. His lips twisted up 


into a crooked, wry smile. 

"Your friends are waiting for you." He grinned. "I guess you made your choice then, huh?" 

As | stared at him, trying to grope for the right words, he cocked his head and watched me, waiting, beaming. 
"l.l just have one more question" 

"Shoot." 

My voice was shaking. "Walking..having legs..what's it feel like?" 


He chuckled, and kicked at the ground with his feet, giving them cursory glances. "Man, honestly? It's overrated 
as fuck" 


He winked at me. 


"Wheelchairs are much cooler. Think of all the tricks you can do." 


My breathing had sped up, and all | could do was stare at the figure in front of me, my eyes wide, wanting to 
say a million things but unable to articulate any of them, in the end managing only a single, solitary word. 


"Thanks..." 


| realised | was reaching towards him, and he grasped one of my hands. His touch felt absurdly real, solid, his 


rough, warm skin squeezing my fingers. He beamed at me, and | drank in his 
our 


features. The way his messy bangs carelessly framed the mischievous, happy light in his eyes, the dimples in 
his cheeks, and the wide, friendly grin 


| saw Steven remove his hand, but | could still feel it, calloused fingers wrapped firmly around my palm. 


Confused, | looked up to see a knowing, gentle glint in his eyes. 

"Remember - no more bummers, OK?" 

Wordlessly, | nodded. He emitted a joyful cackle. 

A flash of silver. 

‘Oh, God, Ste - the fuck are you doing?" 

‘Fuckin’ move!" 

"Axl - " 

"I said MOVE!" 

A sharp, metallic snapping noise. 

A sudden pressure relieved itself abruptly from my neck and my head fell forward. | braced myself for the 
impact with the hard marble floor, but a pair of strong hands grabbed my head and cradled it. My eyes flew 
open, glimpsing a small penknife clattering into the corner of the room, and for a single, terrifying second, my 


airways refused to open - 


And then | felt my lungs expand as | inhaled in a long, hoarse gasp, relishing the exquisite sensation of the cool 
air as it soared invigoratingly through my throat, filling my chest with sweet, sweet oxygen. 


"He's OK. He's OK, he's alive." Axl's voice, quivering, his words coming out in sharp bursts with his uneven 


breath. | felt it beat hotly against my cheek. 
A shrill half-sob, half-laugh from my other side. Slash. 
‘Oh, God. Oh, Jesus. Oh, my God." 


And just like that, sucking up precious oxygen into my lungs and coughing so hard that my chest rattled, | 
realised that I'd finally, truly bottomed out. It didn't get much worse than trying and failing at suicide. 


Steven's voice rang cheerfully in my ear. 
Focus on the bright side, man 


| was choking, my stomach heaving. | rolled over and immediately ejected a stream of rancid puke, splattering 


both Axl and Slash. 

"Oh, goddammit, Steven!" Slash was laughing and crying at the same time, still clutching my fingers tightly, and 
| realised it was his hand that I'd been feeling the whole time. | finished throwing up, and was about to let my 
face fall into the lumpy puddle when Axl pulled my head up, onto his lap, pushing my hair out of my eyes. | 
could feel him shaking. 

"You..complete..you fuckin’ lobotomised asshat, Steven Adler.” 

| chuckled hoarsely, and started coughing again. 

The bright side. 

Well, things couldn't possibly get any worse than this, right? 

"Where do we go? Where do we go, now? Where do we go?" 

The words repeated themselves in my head, multiple times, and | recognised the tune, the dramatic build-up, 
the low voice as it rose in pitch to a shrill, desperate screech, repeating the agonised plea that was 
unanswerable, and somehow beautiful. 

‘Oh, child, where do we go now? Where do we goooo00000000, where do we go now?" 


| felt a tired smile cross my face at the response forming in my mind. 


Nowhere to go from here but up. 


